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ABSTRACT
LEIBNIZ ON PROVIDENCE, FOREKNOWLEDGE AND
FREEDOM

SEPTEMBER 1994

JACK D. DAVIDSON, B.A., UNIVERSITY OF WASHINGTON
M.A., UNIVERSITY OF WASHINGTON

Ph.D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST

Directed by: Professor Robert

C.

Sleigh, Jr.

Commentators have long been fascinated by the problem
of freedom in Leibniz's system.

Many of the recent studies

begin with Leibniz's views on modality, truth, and so-called
superessentialism, and then investigate whether these

doctrines are compatible with freedom and contingency.

There is, however, another dimension to Leibniz's thinking
about freedom that has been largely overlooked in the recent

literature
Leibniz inherited a medieval debate about God's

foreknowledge of and providence over human free actions, and
unlike the other great philosophers of the early modern
period,

set out to solve it.

This means the problem of

human freedom for Leibniz was nested in the larger problem
of God's creation,

preservation, and governance of the

entire created order.
In this dissertation

I

set out the late medieval debate

and Leibniz's adjudication of it.

I

argue that Leibniz

offers a strong notion of providence that is a via media

between the two competing paradigms of the late seventeenth
century, Molinism and Banezianism

v

.

In light of these

theological commitments,

I

offer a new assessment of

Leibniz's views of divine and human freedom.

VI

TABLE OF CONTENTS
Page

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

.

.

ABSTRACT
LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS

viii

Chapter

INTRODUCTION

1.

±

The Project
A Brief Summary
Miscellaneous Remarks
2

6

7

THE LATE MEDIEVAL BACKGROUND

.

11

A Famous Proof Text
A Short History of a Big Controversy
The Philosophical Debate
Divine Causality
Secondary Causality
Divine Knowledge
Molinism
Banezianism
3.

LEIBNIZ ON GOD'S PROVIDENCE AND FOREKNOWLEDGE

11
13
16
17
19

21
22
29

...

Leibniz's Motivation
Leibniz on Molinism
Leibniz on Banezianism
Leibniz's Account
Conclusion
4.

5

.

41
45
53
55
66

LEIBNIZ ON HUMAN FREEDOM
The Problem
The Recalcitrant Passage of NCT
Physical Indifference and Compatibilism
Radix Libertatis
Divine Freedom
Imitative Freedom
Prediction
NCT Reconsidered

CONCLUDING THOUGHTS
Leibniz's Orthodoxy
Concluding Remarks

41

74

....

74
76
79
87
89
97

102
106

H4
H4
H

6

118

BIBLIOGRAPHY
vii

.

:

.

.

LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS

A

Gottned Wilhel m Leibniz:

Samtli che Schrift-pn „nrt
Briefe. Darmstadt and Berlin:
Edition of the Berlin
Academy, 1923 -present
Cited by series, volume and
page
.

AG

P hilosophical—Essays
Trans., Roger Ariew and Daniel
Garber. Indianapolis:
Hacket, 1989.

AT

Oeuvres de Descartes Eds, C. Adam and P. Tannery.
Paris: 1897-1913.
Reprint.
Paris:
Vrin, 1964-1975.
Cited by volume and page.

C

Opuscules et fragments inedits de Leibniz Ed., Louis
Couturat. Paris, 1903.
Reprint.
Hildesheim: Olms

.

.

.

1966

CD

.

Causa Dei Trans., Paul Schrecker in Leibniz
Monadolocrv and other Philosophical Essays Ed
Schrecker and Schrecker. New York: Macmillan
Publishing Co., 1985, pp. 114-145. Cited by section
number as given in G/6/437-460.
.

.

CSM

The Philosophical Writings of Descartes Trans
John
Cottingham, Robert Stoothoff, and Dugald Murdoch.
Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1985-1991.
Cited by volume and page.
.

.

DM

,

Discourse on Metaphysics
Trans., Mary Morris and
G.H.R. Parkinson in MP
Cited by section number as
given in G/4/427-63.
.

.

FC

Nouvelles lettres et opuscules inedits de Leibniz
Ed
Paris:
Auguste Durand, 1857.
Foucher de Careil
.

A.

G

.

Die philosophischen Schriften von Gottfried Wilhelm
Leibniz Ed., C.I. Gerhardt Berlin, 1875-90. Reprint,
Cited by volume and page.
Hildesheim:
Olms, 1965.
.

.

Gr

Presse
Paris:
Textes inedits Ed., Gasten Grua.
Universitaires de France, 1948. Reprint, New York and
London: 1985.

L

Philosophical Papers and Letters Ed., and trans.
Leroy E. Loemker, second edition. Dordrecht and
Reidel, 1969.
Boston:

LA

The Leibniz-Arnauld Correspondence Ed., and trans.,
Manchester: Manchester University Press,
T. Mason.
Cited by page in G/2/11-138.
1967.

.

.

.

viii

,

H.

.

.

LH

:

Die Le ibniz-Handschrjf ten dpr Konigliche
—
n offentlichpn
Biblio thek zu Hannovpr Ed
Eduard Bodemann Hannover
1889.
Reprint.
Hildensheim: Georg 01ms, 1966
.

,

.

MP

Philosophical Writings Ed., and trans
Mary Morris
and G.H.R. Parkinson.
London:
Dent, 1973
.

.

,

.

NCT

"Necessary and Contingent Truths." Trans.
Morris and G. H. R. Parkinson in MP

Mary

New Essays on Human Understanding Trans., Peter
Remnant and Jonathan Bennett
New Essays on Human
Understanding
Cambridge:
Cambridge University
7 Presq
1981.
Cited by page in A/6/6.
.

.

.

PNG

"Principles of Nature and Grace, Based on Reason."
Trans., Roger Ariew and Daniel Garber in AG.
Cited by section number in G/6/598-606.

SCG

Summa Contra Gentiles
Trans., Anton C. Pegis.
Notre
Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1975.
Cited by
book, chapter, and article.

ST

Summa Theologica Trans., Blackfriars. New York:
McGraw-Hill Book Col, 1964-66. Cited by part,
question, and article.

T

Theodicy Trans., E.M. Huggard. Theodicy
New Haven:
Yale University Press, 1952. Reprint, LaSalle, 111.:
Open Court, 1985.
Cited by section number from G/6.

VE

Vorausedition zur Reihe VI - - Philosoohische Schriften-in der Ausoabe der Akademie der Wissenschaf ten der DDR
Ed., Leibniz-Forschungsstelle of the Universitat
Munster, 1982-1991.

.

.

.

.

IX

.

CHAPTER

1

INTRODUCTION

The Project
In or around 1689 Leibniz wrote:

How freedom and contingency can coexist with
the
series of causes and with providence is the
oldest
worry of the human race. And the difficulty of
the problem has only increased through the
investigations Christians have made concerning
God's justice in providing for the salvation of
men [FC178 (AG94)]. 1

Problems concerning providence, foreknowledge, and freedom

occupy a central place in Leibniz's metaphysics.

Theodicy

,

lifetime,

The

the only book by Leibniz published in his
is devoted to solving two problems:

The one kind springs from man's freedom, which
appears incompatible with the divine nature; and
nevertheless freedom is deemed necessary, in order
that man may be deemed guilty and open to
punishment.
The other kind concerns the conduct
of God, and seems to make him participate too much
in the existence of evil.... To present these
difficulties in brief, it must be observed that
freedom is opposed, to all appearance, by
determination or certainty of any kind whatsoever;
and nevertheless the common dogma of our
philosophers states that the truth of contingent
futurities is determined, but his providence and
his foreordinance whereupon foreknowledge itself
for God is not as
appears grounded, do much more:
a man, able to look upon events with unconcern and
to suspend his judgement, since nothing exists
save as a result of the decrees of his will and
through the action of his power. And even though
one leave out of account the co-operation of God,
all is perfectly connected in the order of things,
since nothing can come to pass unless there be a
cause so disposed as to produce the effect, this
taking place no less in voluntary than in all
other actions. According to which it appears that
1

.

HnL
does

iS c m elled to do the good
and evil that he
2 ?
and
consequence that he deserves thereof

m

neither recompense nor chastisement:
morality of actions destroyed and all thus is the
justice
divine and human, shaken [T §§1-2]
This dissertation is a study of Leibniz's
solution to
the interconnected set of problems concerning
God's

foreknowledge of and providence over human free
actions.
should say up-front that my goal is exegetical
history. 2

I

That is, my aim is to set out as clearly as
possible

Leibniz's views on these matters, and his reasons for

holding them, rather than attempting to reach the truth
about foreknowledge, etc., with Leibniz as my guide.
happens,

I

As it

believe Leibniz offers an important challenge to

much of the contemporary work on foreknowledge, but it is
not the primary purpose of this work to draw such lessons.
It is

3

customary to begin projects such as this with

some justificatory remarks.

Compared to Cartesian studies, Leibnizian studies is
still in its infancy.

The provenance of central doctrines

remains a matter of controversy among even the best
scholars.

Large gaps remain in our understanding of the

relationship between Leibniz's physics, logic, and
metaphysics.

Many texts, some of them important, have never

been published and remain in archives in Hanover and
Munster.

This all adds up to an embarrassment of riches

facing researchers, for much work remains to be done.
is the state of our understanding of Leibniz's views on

2

What

.

:

freedom?

.

Let us begin with the great
critic, Antoine

Arnauld
On February 11

,

1686,

Leibniz wrote to Ernst, the

landgrave of Hessen-Rheinf els

asking him to send a summary

,

of the work we know as the Discourse on
MetaphyRirg to

Arnauld.

After reading the precis, Arnauld wrote
to Ernst:
these thoughts so many things that
^
badly frighten me and that almost all men, if so
I am
not mistaken, will find so shocking, that I
do not
see what use such a work can be, which will
clearly be rejected by everybody [LA15]

^

_

And Arnauld singles out for particular censure Leibniz's
doctrine
'That the individual concept of each person
contains once for all everything that will ever
happen to him,' etc.
If that is so, God was free
to create or not create Adam; but supposing he
wished to create him, everything that has happened
since and will ever happen to the human race was
and is obliged to happen through a more than fatal
necessity [LA15]

On the whole, commentators and critics have followed
Arnauld'

s

lead,

focusing on the threat to freedom posed by

Leibniz's theory of concept containment.

Indeed,

studies of

Leibniz's views on modality, truth, and so-called
superessent ialism have dominated the recent English language

secondary literature.

Why then another treatment of

Leibniz's views on these topics when so many other

intriguing areas remain little understood?
There are two reasons.

Anyone who has wrestled with

Leibniz's texts would heartily concur with Robert Sleigh's

observation that:
3

.

Leibniz, although a genius at devising
loqical
systems and locating subtle logical errors
arguments of his fellow philosophers, was in the
not
given to clear formulations of arguments for
his
own metaphysical conclusions [Sleigh,
1990, 89]

Some of the doctrines within the scope of our
study fit this
description.
Thus, despite probing by the likes
of Arnauld,

and by some of the best contemporary historians,
our

understanding of some of Leibniz's views still remains
sketchy.
In addition,

there is a particular conviction that

motivates this study.

Leibniz was a first-rate logician.

This has led scholars to stress, wrongly in my view, the
quasi - logical aspects of his views on freedom.

For the

problem of human freedom for Leibniz was nested in the
larger problem of God's creation, preservation, and

governance of the entire created order.

This means that

Leibniz's general views on freedom cannot be understood, let
alone assessed, without a proper account of Leibniz's

analysis of human agency in a world wholly planned and

determined by God.

About this problem, much work still

remains to be done. 4
This theological context is what lies behind the

strange introduction to §8 of the Discourse

:

It is rather difficult to distinguish the actions
of God from those of men. 5

On the face of it, what could be easier?

Indeed, pace

Alfred Freddoso, this is a problem we have difficulty even
understanding
4

.

Conjoin God's concurrence with the
doctrine of
providence, which affirms that every state
of the world is
either intended or permitted by a morally
perfect God, and
troubles really multiply. Both the magnitude
and

foreignness of these problems is suggested in
Leibniz's
letter of May, 1671, to the legal scholar Magnus

Wedderkopf

:

Both views are difficult - that a God who does
decide everything, or that a God who does decidenot
everything, should be the absolute author of all.
For if he does decide everything, and the world
dissents from his decree, he will not be
omnipotent.
But if he does not decide everything,
it seems to follow that he is not omniscient
[A/2/1/117 L14 6
(

)

]

.

While the first disjunct is obvious, the second is not.

Why

should God's failing to decide everything be a limitation on

omniscience?
its cause?

Why can't God know everything irrespective of
Answers to these questions take us deep into

fascinating medieval debate which Leibniz inherited.
debate,

a

This

and Leibniz's commentary on it, form the heart of

this dissertation.

The failure to appreciate the broader

medieval agenda, and in particular the intimate connection

between the doctrines of creation, foreknowledge, and
providence that Leibniz assumes in thinking about these
problems, has led to an incomplete picture of Leibniz's

views on the fundamental topic of freedom, both divine and

human
The contribution of this dissertation, then, is twofold.

First,

a new assessment of Leibniz's views on human

freedom is offered, a topic

I

find to be of considerable
5

.

intrinsic interest.
views,

Second,

in the course of tracing
these

have come to believe that Leibniz's
views about God
drive his metaphysics to an extent
not usually recognized,
especially in English language studies.
I thus add my
voice
to those few who, in the vexed matter
of what motivates what
in Leibniz's system, find his philosophical
theology
I

as

central

A Brief Summary
Leibniz inherited a medieval debate over providence
and
foreknowledge, and unlike the other great philosophers of
the early modern period,

set out to solve it.

medieval debate is the subject of chapter
solution is taken up in chapter

3.

2.

The late

Leibniz's

In that chapter

argue

I

that Leibniz adopts a compat ibilist conception of freedom as
a consequence of the principle of sufficient reason and

because of the requirement that there be a basis for God's
exact and infallible knowledge of the contingent future.

Perhaps surprisingly, the claim that Leibniz is

compatibilist is controversial.

6

a

There are passages, most

notably in the important paper "Necessary and Contingent
Truths"

(

NCT)

,

where it looks like Leibniz is endorsing

libertarian understanding of freedom.

a

Traditional

scholarship has largely ignored these passages.

One of the

most distinguished American commentators of Leibniz once

claimed that Leibniz was simply "out of control" in these
6

.

passages.

We might term such readings, the "too much wine

at dinner"

interpretation.

In a graduate seminar on Leibniz

at the University of Massachusetts, Robert Sleigh threw
down

the challenge of presenting a coherent and compelling

interpretation of NCT

.

One result was R. Cranston Pauli's

ingenious incompatibilist interpretation [Pauli, 1992]

Other incompatibilist readings followed.

Both the "too much

wine at dinner" and the incompatibilist interpretations

struck me as wrong.

Accordingly,

and took up Sleigh's challenge.

I

followed Pauli's lead

The result is chapter

4.

Miscellaneous Remarks
Before beginning, some notes of a house-keeping

variety
With reservation,
pronouns for God.

I

I

retain the conventional use of male

follow this traditional practice, not

out of conviction that gender or any particular gender are

essential components of the Christian conception of God, but

solely because female or genderless pronouns for the divine
sound inconsonant in a work on Leibniz and the scholastics.
At various points in this dissertation

economy over precision.

In such cases,

an important work entitled,

Truths,' Leibniz writes..."

I

have opted for

sentences like "In

'Necessary and Contingent
are shorthand for more accurate

sentences like "In an important work, entitled by editors,

7

"

the English translation of which is,

Contingent Truths,
I

work,

Leibniz writes.

'

'Necessary and
.

.

have quoted more than is customary in
for three reasons.

to this project,

a

scholarly

First, many of the texts central

such as Banez's Commentaria and Tractatus

.

and many of Leibniz's theological texts, are not presently
in English translation.

Second, the liberality of

quotations will enable the reader to easily check at least
some of the relevant texts in those sections where my

interpretation departs from received opinion.

Third,

Leibniz left no magnum opus like Thomas's Summa Theologicae
or Descartes's Principles of Philosophy

.

This means that

the reader interested in his ideas on, say, divine

foreknowledge, has to dig through thousands of letters,

drafts of letters, private notes and reading notes,
articles, not to mention the Theodicy and New Essays on

Human Understanding

.

Thus,

even if some of my readings are

off the mark, this work does a small service in gathering

together many of the texts necessary for careful study of
the providence-foreknowledge-freedom problem.

Finally, a note on translations.

The translations of

Banez's Commentaria and Tractatus are products of the

Seventeenth Century Study Group, the members of which were,
at various times,

Hilton Algiers, Andrew Black, Vere

Chappell, Jack Davidson, Brian Skelly, and Robert Sleigh.

Most of the translations from the Grua texts are my own.
8

I

want to thank Hilton Algiers for help with some of
them.
The translation of the Conf essio is Robert Sleigh's.

In the

case of texts which are already in English translation,

have usually used the translation cited.

9

I

.

.

Endnotes
1. All works of Leibniz are cited by page number unless
otherwise indicated. The first citation within the sguare
brackets is to a source in the original language. Where
they exist, the English translation of the same passage is
cited within standard parentheses.

2. For the distinction between exegetical and philosophical
history, see [Sleigh, 1990, 2-6]
3. For a helpful guide to much of the best modern literature
on foreknowledge, see the bibliography in [Fischer, 1989]

4. Indeed, I know of only one full-length study in English
on this topic.
See [Murray, 1991]
.

5. This is an appropriate place to note that I do not
address the Malebranchian influences on Leibniz in this
dissertation. My reason for this that several classic
studies on this already exist [Loemker, 1947, 452-8;
Robinet, 1955]
Nothing comparable exists on Molina's and
Banez's influence on Leibniz.
.

6
See endnote 1 of chapter 4 for an explanation of
compat ibilism and related concepts.
.

10

CHAPTER

2

THE LATE MEDIEVAL BACKGROUND

A Famous Proof Text
While hiding from King Saul in Judah, David was

informed that the Philistines were sacking the Hebrew town
of Keilah.

David asked God if he and his men should go and

attempt to save the city.

1

Samuel 23:2 states "The Lord

answered him 'Go, attack the Philistines and save Keilah'"
(NIV)

.

Tired and afraid of re-entering Saul's territory,

David's men refused.

David once again turned to God, who

answered that if they went, they would defeat the
Philistines.

David and his men attacked, inflicted heavy

losses on the Philistines, and saved Keilah.
The story doesn't end there.

Saul,

his quarry was finally in a walled city,

his army to arms.

on learning that

immediately called

When David heard that Saul was

mobilizing, he summoned the priest to bring the ephod, an

instrument of divination.
if he stayed in Keilah,

Through

it,

David was told that

Saul would attack, and worse, that

the citizens would hand him over to Saul.

In the light of

this knowledge, David and his band of 600 quietly slipped
into the desert.

When Saul learned of David's escape, he

canceled his plans to go to Keilah.
How did God know that David's forces would rout the
Philistines?

What basis did God have for his knowledge
11

had Saul besieged Keilah, the inhabitants would have

that,

surrendered David, given that this state of affairs was
never actual?

Could God have actualized a world in which

bsvid stayed in Keilah, Saul attacked, and the inhabitants
®iy protected David?

If not,

are there possible worlds

God can't create, and contingent truths independent of his
will?
In the late 1580 's a furious debate broke out between

the Jesuit and Dominican philosophers of the Iberian

Peninsula over these and related issues.

Although so

rancorous as to involve the active intervention of two
popes,

the debate represented the apex of the long medieval

discussion of the divine foreknowledge of and providence
over human free actions, and displays as no other cluster of
topics the originality and sophistication of this last

flowering of Neo-Scholasticism.
In the next century the revolutionary but ever

prudential Descartes carefully avoided these problems,
noting that while it is:
impious to suppose that we could ever do
anything which was not already ordained by
.we can easily get ourselves into great
him.
difficulties if we attempt to reconcile this
divine preordination with the freedom of our will,
or attempt to grasp both things at once [AT/8/20
.

.

.

.

.

(CSM/1/206)

]

.

Commenting on this passage, Leibniz retorted that:
Anyone who is convinced that God preordains all
things but that he himself is free, and who is
shown the conflict between these views but replies
only what Descartes recommends, namely, that his
12

.

mind is finite and cannot grasp such matters,
seems to me to be answering the conclusion rather
than the argument and to be cutting rather than
untying the knot.
.There should surely be no
contradiction even in the mysteries of faith; much
less so in the mysteries of nature.
So if we wish
to stand out as philosophers, we must once again
take up the argument... [G/4/363 (L389)
FC180
.

(AG180

.

;

)

;

T §2932]

Leibniz thought crucial issues were at stake, and

accordingly took up the argument.

He thought an orthodox

resolution to these problems was a perfect test case for
sound metaphysics.

a

The aim of the next chapter is twofold:

to investigate Leibniz's solution to problems concerning

foreknowledge of free future contingents, and to explore

whether and to what extent such overtly theological problems
play a role in the development of his mature metaphysics.
This chapter provides a brief historical summary of the late

sixteenth century dispute, and sketches the philosophical
debate, with particular attention to matters Leibniz later

takes up.

A Short History of a Big Controversy
In the sixteenth century the Catholic Church was under

attack on two fronts, from the Protestant Reformation
without and from radical reformers within.

Besides the

widely known disagreements concerning papal authority, the
important

sale of indulgences, and transubstantiation,

issues concerning the nature of God's grace, foreknowledge,

and freedom also separated Luther from Rome.
13

1

At the

Council of Trent

(1545-1563),

the Catholic response to the

Reformation, the Church distinguished Catholic doctrine
from

Protestant heresy, and delimited what was essential to faith
from what was a matter of legitimate theological

speculation.

However, the council was unable to come to

sharp resolution concerning the exact nature of God's grace
and foreknowledge. 2

Accordingly, this lacuna was taken up

by Catholic theologians and philosophers later in the
century, none with more originality and brilliance than Luis
de Molina
(1540)

(1535-1600)

.

A Spaniard of the newly founded

Society of Jesus, Molina was assigned by his

superiors to comment on the first part of St. Thomas's Summa

Theologicae

.

The result was the massive Concordia

.

two

thirds of which constitutes Molina's remarkable commentary
on Thomas's question 14, article 13,

"Whether God has

Knowledge of Future Contingents."

3

1588 of the Concordia in Lisbon,

the already fractious

With the publication in

relations between the Dominicans and Jesuits degenerated
into a theological free-for-all.

The Dominican forces were

led by Domingo Banez, better known today as the friend,

confessor and spiritual advisor to St. Theresa of Avila.
Banez, a professor of theology at Salamanca, charged that

Molina's teaching was not only contrary to Thomas and Trent,
but given Molina's claim that humans can resist God's grace,

actually Pelagian.

Molina answered by denouncing Banez to

the Inquisition at Castile, arguing that Banezianism was
14

Lutheranism and Calvinism in Thomistic garb, and hence
absolutely destructive of human freedom.
By June of 1594 the dispute had grown so acrimonious
that the papal secretary announced that the Vatican would

intercede and resolve the controversy.

In 1597 Pope Clement

VIII formed the first Congregatio de Auxiliis

council on aids

(for grace)

,

.

literally a

consisting of two cardinals,

three bishops and five theologians.

Their mission was to

judge the orthodoxy of the Concordia and Molina's subsequent

commentary on the Summa

.

The council decided very quickly

against Molina, recommending the condemnation of the

Concordia

.

Powerful friends of the new order interceded,

and Clement agreed to sponsor friendly colloquia, with the
hope of reconciling the warring orders.

After only four

conferences the meetings broke down, and so on April
1600,

13,

Clement instructed the council to compose a new list
On that very day, Molina died in

of condemned propositions.

Madrid amid rumors that he had been declared a heretic and
that his books were being burned in Rome.

Clement received the revised list of condemned

propositions on December 12, 1601.
a ruling,

Rather than promulgating

however, Clement decided to have theologians from

both orders debate the issues before him.

Thirty eight

debates were held, with the votes of all the examiners
against Molina.

On March

4,

1605 Clement died without

having decreed a ruling.
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After the very short pontificate of Leo XI (lasting
only 24 days) Paul V became pope.

As a cardinal he had been

present at the previous debates, and he resumed them.

March

1606,

1,

the last session was held.

On

The majority of

the cardinal consultors condemned 42 propositions of Molina.

On August 28,

Quirinal

.

1607 Paul gathered the council in the

Ruling against the majority recommendation, Paul

declared that neither were the Jesuits Pelagians, nor the
Dominicans Calvinists.

Paul pronounced both views to be

compatible with the faith, forbade each side from calling
the other heretical or temerarious, and ordered them to

await in due time a final decision from the Holy See.

That

due time is yet to come.

The Philosophical Debate

The Congregations de Auxiliis were truly an

extraordinary exchange in the history of ideas, involving as
they did,

in addition to Molina and Banez,

as Robert Bellarmine and Francisco Suarez.

such luminaries
At the heart of

this theological controversy was a complex philosophical

debate about causality, contingency and freedom that had

wide-ranging implications about the scope and nature of
divine power, knowledge, and the problem of evil.

Before we

come to what Molina and Banez disagreed about with such
passion,

it is important to see what they shared.

be no surprise,

the story begins with Thomas.
16

As should

It

would be difficult to exaggerate Thomas's importance

in the sixteenth century.

At the Council of Trent,

the

Summa Theologicae was the only text allowed to be used in

consultation with holy scripture.
formed,

system.

When the Jesuits were

they officially adopted Thomism as their theological

Both Molina and Banez wrote long commentaries on

the Summa.

Indeed, Thomas's views in large part demarcate

the orthodox parameters for any medieval resolution to

problems surrounding divine foreknowledge of free actions.
Because problems about future contingents are easy to

generate but difficult to solve, they have occupied many of
the best philosophers from Aristotle onward.

the following seemingly innocuous claims.

what is true has always been true.

For consider

We think that

We believe that the past

is now unalterable and so in some sense necessary.

We also

think that the future is in some sense open and contingent.
It is not hard to show that all future truths are entailed

by past ones.

If the relevant necessity is closed under

entailment, and freedom requires the ability to do
otherwise, we are never free.

Divine Causality
The supposition of a necessarily omniscient God by
Jewish,

Christian, and Muslim philosophers complicates this

family of arguments in ways that are not at first apparent
to modern philosophers.

As an entry into these

17

.

.

complications, let us consider a reply to theological

fatalism offered by the early Alexandrian theologian Origen
(c.

185-254).

Replying to Celsus's criticism that Christ's

predictions of Judas's betrayal rendered the action
necessary, Origen claimed that Christ's foreknowledge,

although temporally prior to the betrayal, was not causally

prior to it.

Because the event is the cause of the

foreknowledge, rather than vice versa, the event itself is
not necessary. 4

Our interest here is not in the details of

the Cel sus /Origen exchange, but in Thomas'
it.

reflections on

Perhaps surprisingly, Thomas rejects (the natural

reading of) Origen'

s

reply and states that:

...the things that are going to happen are not
themselves the causes of God' s knowledge [ST I
Q.14, A.

8]

This is because:

God's knowledge is the cause of things.
For God's
knowledge stands to all created things as the
artist's to his products. But the artist's
knowledge is the cause of his products, because he
works through his intellect [Ibid.; SCG Bk.l,
Ch.62 & Bk.2, Ch.24; De Veritate Q.l, A. 2]

Thomas's charge is that Origen'

s

solution violates the

doctrine of divine providence, the doctrine that God's

causation is providential in toto

.

God,

the ideal artisan,

actualizes a world that in every determinate detail is in
accord with his perfect plan [ST
8;

SCG Bk.

3;

I

Q.22, A. 1-4 & Q.103, A.l

De Veritate Q.5, A. 1-10].

For Thomas and

those that follow him, God foreknows because he foreordains
This causal element of the doctrine of providence ensures
18

.

that the medieval problem of reconciling divine

foreknowledge of free action is considerably more difficult
than problems arising from simple foretruth

5
.

Secondary Causality
Does such a strong account of providence leave any room
for human freedom?

Thomas's answer to this question

presupposes a proper analysis of the causal powers of
created substances.

Three general accounts were available

to medieval and early modern theists:

either created

substances are sufficient unto themselves, or created
substances are causally impotent, or created substances and

God share in the exercise of creaturely causality.
The first alternative is deism, according to which God

completes his causal contributions to the world with his
initial creation.

While deism makes an explication of human

freedom considerably easier than its orthodox competitors,
its attenuated sense of the world's dependence on God

rendered it a non-starter for all the characters in our
drama
The second alternative is occasionalism, according to

which God is not only the first cause of all that exists or
obtains in the world, but is also the only cause of all that
exists or obtains in the world.

The attraction of the

theory is that it satisfies, in spades, the doctrine of the
total dependence of creatures on God.
19

Its detraction,

as

.

anyone acquainted with Malebranche

'

s

theory of free actions

and consent will attest, is that it makes the difficult

problem of exonerating God from human sin simply
impossible

6

The third alternative is the doctrine of God's general

concurrence.

In this theory,

created substances have

genuine causal powers, although in order for secondary
causes to act, God must cooperate or concur to bring about
the action in question.

7

While God's causal contribution

is a necessary condition for any creaturely causation,

God's

general concurrence isn't what determines what effect
results.

That depends entirely on the nature of the

secondary cause

(s)

involved.

following analogy.

The sun,

The medievals offered the
in the analogy God,

shines on a

tomato plant, a secondary cause, producing a tomato, the
effect.

While the sun is necessary for the tomato, it was

up to the plant to produce a tomato and not an orange
Ch. 66-70;

Bk.3,

De Potent ia 0

.

3

.

,

[SCG

The desideratum

A. 7].

from the theory of concurrence is obvious:

it provides the

conceptual space within which to explain human free will and
hence our responsibility for sin, while affirming our

dependence on a morally perfect God.

Not only is the entire

mundane realm dependent on his original creation, but
without God's continued preservation at every moment, the
whole of creation would cease to exist
A. 7]

.

[

De Potentia Q.3,

This was put into the powerful slogan that God's
20

.

conservation just is continuous creation.

Molina, Banez and

Leibniz all follow Thomas in being concurrence
theorists,
although as we shall see there are important
differences as
to the details of their theories

Divine Knowledge
The God of Abraham,

Isaac and Jacob,

for the medievals,

is a being totally independent of the mundane order of

causally interacting objects existing in time and space.
This independence is ontological and epistemological.

while

I

Thus,

only have to glance at the couch to know that Toto

is napping,

this is something God cannot do, nor can he

engage in any heavenly analogues.

8

Why?

While my

intellect can and is brought from potency to act by

a cat,

God's intellect cannot stand in this relation to anything

other than his essence. While it is my nature to be

a

reactive, dependent thing, God's omnipotence precludes this

possibility.

Thus the austere consequences of God's radical

independence is that all of God's knowledge is self-

knowledge

[ST

I

Q 14
.

,

A. 1-5;

SCG Bk

.

1

,

Ch. 44-50;

De

Veritate Q.2, A. 1-5]. 9
If God only knows himself directly,

from the world, how is he omniscient? 10

and is distinct
The seeds of

Thomas's answer are contained in the words of the Pseudo-

Dionysius that Thomas quotes with approval,
21

"The divine

wisdom, knowing itself, knows other things"

Ch .49].

[SCG

Bk.l

Thomas's account intertwines the doctrines of

divine knowledge and creation, for God knows things
insofar
are he is their cause:
Moreover, the likeness of every effect somehow
preexists in its cause; for every agent produces
its like.
But whatever is in something is in it
according to the mode of that in which it is. If,
then, God is the cause of certain things, since
according to His nature He is intellectual, the
likeness of what He causes will exist in Him in an
intelligible way. But what is in something in an
intelligible way is understood by it. God,
therefore, understands within Himself things other
than Himself SCG Bk.l, Ch.49]. 11
[

More technically, God knows all truths that obtain in the
actual world by his scientia visionis

vision [ST

I

.

or knowledge of

Q.14, A. 9; SCG Bk.l, Ch.66, A. 8].

But God's

power is not exhausted by what is actual, indeed what is
actual is only a subclass of what is possible.

God knows

all possibles by knowing all that he could create through
his scientia simplicis intelligent iae

simple intelligence

[ibid.]

.

,

or knowledge of

Because it is in Molina that

we find the most comprehensive analysis of these aspects of

divine knowledge, it is to his Concordia that we now turn.

Molinism
Let's begin with God's knowledge of simple
intelligence, which Molina terms scientia naturalis

.

Molina

called this natural knowledge because it is essential to
God's nature to have it

[

Concordia 339 (F168)].
22

What God

.

,

knows through his natural knowledge are
metaphysically

necessary propositions, and for Molina all propositions
have
their modality necessarily Concordia 318-9 (F131-2)]
[

Since Molina rejects voluntarism, God has no choice
about
the content of his natural knowledge,

naturally is independent of his will.

i.e.

what he knows

,

Thus,

the content of

God's natural knowledge does not vary across worlds.

Traditionally such knowledge was called pre-volitional
because it is what God knows before deciding to actualize
(or nonactualize)

available to him.

one of the myriad of possible worlds
Last, God knows all states of all worlds

which are completely causally determined through his natural
knowledge

[

Concordia 346

(F178),

384

(F239)

]

Molina terms God's knowledge of vision scientia libera

.

Molina calls this knowledge free because it is the knowledge
God "gains" after freely deciding to issue

actualizing decree. 12

a

world

Free knowledge is the knowledge of

whatever world is actual, and so its content is contingent,
dependent on God's will, and varies across worlds [Concordia
346-7

(

F17 9

)

]

.

We need one more element of Molina's metaphysics before

we turn to his famous discovery of middle knowledge, and

this is his analysis of freedom.

In today's terms, Molina

is an unremitting libertarian:
(1)

...that agent is said to be free, who, all
the requisites for acting having been
posited, can act or not act, or so perform
23

,

.

,

one action that he is able to do the contrary
Concordia 14]
[

.

In this passage Molina declares that freedom
of

contradiction (or freedom of exercise) and freedom of

contrariety (or freedom of specification) are both necessary
and jointly sufficient for free actions. 13
We return now to the story of Keilah with which we

began.

Let us dub "Shamir" the Keilahite who would have

freely turned over David to Saul, had David remained and
Saul laid siege.

(2)

Consider the following propositions.

(2)

If placed in the relevant, fully specified
siege conditions, Shamir would freely hand
over David or it is false that Shamir would
freely fail to hand over David.

(3)

David's forces will rout the Philistines at
Keilah

(4)

If placed in the relevant, fully specified
siege conditions, Shamir would freely hand
over David.

is something God knows through his natural knowledge.

It is independent of God's will,

pre-volitionally
knowledge.

.

(3)

necessary, and is known

is known through God's free

its truth-value depends upon

It is contingent,

God's will and is known post -volit ionally

According to Molina, the truth-value of
(2)

.

What of

(4)?

like that of

(4)

is independent of God's will and hence outside of his

control

[

Concordia 340

(F169)]

.

However,

(4)

is a

contingent truth known pre-volitionally, since its truthvalue depends upon Shamir, not God

24

[

Concordia 325

(F143)]

14
.

.

Sometimes the middle knowledge controversy is framed
as
a debate as to whether God knows conditionals
of freedom.
This is a mistake with respect to the sixteenth century
debate,

for the Dominicans were in full agreement with the

Jesuits that God knows truths like

(4)

15
.

What was at

issue is the epistemic "location" or basis of God's

knowledge of such.
(4)

Molina's innovation was to show that

-style truths, called conditional truths by the medievals

and subjunctive conditionals today, do not properly belong

either to God's natural or free knowledge.

Molina posited scientia media

,

a

knowledge that stands

midway between natural and free knowledge
(F254-5)].

For this reason

Like natural knowledge,

[

Concordia 394

its content is essential

to God, outside his control, and is known pre-volitionally

But unlike natural knowledge and like free knowledge, its

content is contingent.

Middle knowledge is the doctrine that launched the 181

assemblies of the congregations de Auxiliis

.

Given the

trouble middle knowledge brought, it is reasonable to ask
what it buys.

Molina's admittedly tendentious answer is

that, without positing middle knowledge in the divine

cognition,

it is impossible to reconcile God's perfect

providence with human free will

[

Concordia 346

(F178)]

.

This is surprising, and it is worth while pausing to see
why.

Remember, the doctrine of providence states that God

actualizes a world that in every determinate detail is in
25

:

accord with his perfect plan for it.

Remember too that

Molina is a champion of incompatibilist freedom. 16

The

rub is that it looks as though Molina must give up
one of

these doctrines.

For consider.

His libertarianism commits

him to the claim that an agent is only free when there are
no antecedent causal conditions,

including most importantly

God's causal contribution to the agent or action, that are

sufficient for the occurrence of the action.
might ask,

is the doctrine of providence,

But what, we

if not the claim

that God actualizes the world he wants?

Molina's nuanced answer begins by rehabilitating
Origen's insight, the claim that the human action is the
cause of the foreknowledge, rather than vice versa.

Thomas

rejected this because the doctrine that all God's knowledge
is self-knowledge entailed that God's knowledge is the cause

of things.

In contrast to Thomas,

Molina acknowledges that

while

God acquires no knowledge from things but instead
knows and comprehends everything He knows in His
own essence and in the free determination of His
own will, nonetheless, it is not because He knows
that something is going to be that thing is going
to be.
Just the opposite, it is because the thing
will come to be from its causes that He knows that
Concordia 347 (F179)
it is going to be
[

]

.

God knows through his natural knowledge which

individuals are possible, and all the possible worlds the

possible combinations of these individuals and circumstances
constitute.

Through his middle knowledge God knows how

creatures would freely act, had he actually created the
26

world those creatures belong to.

Such actions would be free

because the truth-value of the propositions God
knows
through his middle knowledge depend upon the possible
creature, not God.

God also knows through his middle

knowledge which worlds (with free agents) he cannot
actualize, no matter what he does.

These are worlds in

which agents freely fail to act in certain ways.

Consider

the following claim:
(5)

If accused of being a disciple in the
courtyard of the high priest, Peter would
deny knowing Jesus (Matthew 26:69-75).

For Molina,

this is something God knows through his middle

knowledge.

Indeed, God has no power over the subjunctive

conditionals of freedom that he knows, given human freedom.
So God cannot create a world in which the antecedent of

obtains and Peter fails to deny Jesus.

philosophers have thought such

a

(5)

Yet most

world is possible, and

libertarians, given their analysis of freedom, are committed
to the existence of such a world.

It follows there are some

possible worlds God can't actualize.
Thus through his natural and middle knowledge, God

knows which worlds he can actualize.

God then chooses the

world where creatures will freely satisfy God's absolute and
conditional intentions for a world.

17

This means that

every event in this world is foreseen and foreordained.
is via his middle knowledge,

then,

that God chooses to

create the world that has the (free) history he desires.
27

It

]

.

Since it is always open to God to create nothing,
his choice
to create a world is free

With these distinctions in place, says Molina, we
see
that God's free knowledge is not the cause of future
free

contingents, since the relevant actions depend on the free

will of humans.

18

However, God's knowledge is the remote

cause of things with respect to natural and middle knowledge
[Concordia 346

(F179)

]

as long as we realize that God's

,

knowledge is not the total cause of human free actions
[

Concordia 351-2

(F187)

]

.

This is Molina's ultimate answer

as to how God is totally provident over a world of free

actors.

In this way middle knowledge explains the truth of

the doctrine that all God's knowledge is self-knowledge, and

how and in what sense God's knowledge is the cause of
things.

19

And it does this while preserving the truth of

Origin's insight, the sine qua non for any acceptable
account of foreknowledge.

As Molina put it, middle

knowledge provides for "...an absolutely perfect and exact
providence"

[

Concordia 390

(

F24 9

)

.

This is an original and

bold reconciliation of the difficult and non-negot iable
doctrines of divine providence and human freedom.
Middle knowledge also provides a powerful theodicy to
the problem of evil.

Molinism claims that there are some

worlds God cannot actualize.

How might this exonerate God

from the quantity and quality of contingent evil in the

world?

It is possible that this is the best world God could

28

actualize, given creaturely freedom. 20
a fecund theory,

Clearly Molinism is

solving (or so Molinists claim)

,

with one

doctrine, middle knowledge, so many seemingly intractable

problems in philosophical theology.

In fact,

at one point

Molina complains that his critics have attacked him

precisely because he had easily solved problems "the holy
Fathers labored greatly in reconciling"
(

F22 8

)

]

[

Concordia 377

.

We have,

in rough form,

controversy.

one side of the de Auxuliis

We turn next to Banez's contribution.

Banezianism
Banez agrees with Molina that God knows all necessary

truths through his natural knowledge.

But Molina claims

that some contingent truths, those God knows through middle

knowledge, are known independently of God's will, and this

Banez denies.

According to Banez, all contingent truths are

known post -volit ionally

.

To see why, we turn to Banez's

answer as to how God knows future conditionals of creaturely
freedom.

Banez's account may be seen as a working out of

the implications of certain Thomistic texts, of which the

following is representative:
...the causality in the first cause, which
not removed with respect to the motions of
Hence, God, by knowing Himself, can
will.
motions [SCG Bk.l, Ch.68; ST I Q.105, A. 5;
A. 7]
Dei Q. 3
.

,

29

is God,

is

the [human]
know such
De Potentia

,

In Banez's view,

agent

s

.

God's concurrence operates directly on an

will, premoving her will to some action.

This

premotion is intrinsically efficacious, in that it is
su ffi c i en t to bring about the intended effect
357]

.

Thus God knows truths like

(5)

[

Tract atus

in virtue of

knowing his actual causal contribution to the action
[Commentaria 352-3]

and God knows truths like

(4)

in virtue

of knowing what his causal contribution to Shamir would have

been,

had God actualized that possible world.

Molina, propositions like

and

(4)

(5)

While for

have a truth-value

prior to God's actual or possible world actualizing degrees,
for Banez they do not.

The strength of this account is that it provides

robust analyses of providence and omnipotence, for there are
no possible worlds God can't actualize, and no contingent

truths independent of his will.

Further, Banez has an easy

answer to the difficult question as to the source of God's

knowledge of future contingents (that Molina had no such
answer was a scandal to Banez)

.

But aren't these strong

explications of omnipotence, omniscience, and providence
bought at the price of human freedom?

Banez's reply

depends upon distinguishing several senses of compatibilism
He accepts
i.e.
f

(1)

with respect to natural causal determinism,

he is what we might call a natural incompat ibilist

Tractatus 357]

.

However, he rejects

(1)

with respect to

divine premotion, i.e. he is what we might call a
30

:

:

,

.

,

supernatural compatibilist

.

,

Of God's concurrence Banez

writes
this necessity is taken up from the most
efficacious power of the first cause, which so
determines all second causes to the production of
effects that no second cause can escape from his their
determination Commentarla 362] 22
,

[

Banez has three strands to his explanation as to why
this necessarily sufficient divine premotion isn't

deleterious of freedom.

First,

as Banez explains:

...the concurrence of the first cause is so efficacious
that at the same time it is pleasant, conforming itself
with the nature of the secondary causes so that with
necessary causes it brings about necessity, and with
contingent, it brings about contingency [ibid.] 23
.

The second strand of Banez

'

s

defense depends upon the

distinction between the sensu composito and sensu diviso of
a

proposition.

Consider the following claim, spoken before

Abraham's journey to the mountains of Moriah:
(6) Abraham, determined by God to be willing to
sacrifice Isaac, is able to be unwilling to sacrifice
Isaac

This is false in the composed sense, since it is equivalent
to
'It is possible that "Abraham, determined by
(7)
God to be willing to sacrifice Isaac, has not and
will not be willing to sacrifice Isaac."'
(6)

read in the composed sense, has as its modal scope all

the nonmodal constituents of the original proposition.

However,

(6)

is true in the divided sense,

since it is

equivalent to:
"Abraham, has not and
will not be willing to sacrifice Isaac."'
(8)

'It is possible that

31

.

read

(6),

m

.

.

the divided sense, has as its modal
scope only

the predicate of the original proposition. 24
is that

Banez's claim

understood in the divided sense, is sufficient
for preserving all the contingency required
for Abraham's
choice being free Commentaria 351; Tractatus
358] 25
(6),

[

,

One might, at this point, be inclined to conclude
that

Molina is surely right in rejecting the divided reading
of
(6)

as sufficient for preserving the contingency required

for freedom.

We have arrived at the foundational

disagreement between Molina and Banez.
the problem, among Catholics,
will.

Rather,

is not whether there is free

"the whole difficulty,

this free will is"

[

Tractatus 353]

third, and

I

comes in.

After quoting

As Banez points out,

therefore,

is in what

This is where the

believe strongest strand of Banez's defense
(1),

Molina's famous definition of

free will, Banez fires off a barrage of arguments against
it.

First, Banez points out that

(1)

is not a sufficient

condition for freedom, since children and the insane often
satisfy it

[

Tractatus 354]

In addition,

(1)

states that

the liberty of specification is necessary for a choice being
free,

i.e.

the will is only free if the agent can choose 0

or the contrary of 0.

This entails that neither God, nor

Christ, nor those confirmed in grace, are perfectly free
[

Tractatus 356]

cap. 105]

,

But,

quoting Augustine

[

Enchiridion

"the most free is the free will which in all is

not able to serve sin"

[

Tractatus 371]
32

.

And of course "in

,

.

God is the most perfect free will"
(1)

[

Tractatus 363]

.

Since

is neither a sufficient nor necessary
condition for

freedom, Molina's definition invites theological
disaster.

How did Molina go so badly wrong with respect to
the
nature of freedom, according to Banez? By starting with

wrong datum for inquiry.

the

Instead of focusing on the

perfection of freedom possessed by God, Molina starts with
its imitation by analogy in us.

[Tractatus 359]

Banez endorses

definition of Peter Lombard

[

Reversing this analysis
(with some emendations)

Sentent iae Bk

.

2

disp.24,

,

the
§5]

:

(9) Free will is the intellectual and volitional
faculty for acting or not acting, or for doing one
action or another Tractatus 360]
[

As a corrective to the errors of Molinism, Banez offers a

theory that begins with God, who through his universal

causality perfects creaturely liberty.

Far from being a

novel theory, says Banez, this is simply the truth of these

matters that we find in Augustine and Thomas
351]

26
.

[

Tractatus

Of course Bahezianism is not without serious

problems, principal among them that it appears to implicate

God in human sin. 27
Before leaving the sixteenth century controversy, it is

worth while noting Molina's assessment of what was stake in
this intramural debate:
It follows that there is absolutely no reason we

Catholics should take refuge in ignorance in such a
public way, with no small disgrace on our part and with
a lessening of the reputation of the dogmas of the
faith in the eyes of unbelievers, especially since
neither the holy Fathers, nor St. Thomas, nor any
33

.

others among the leading Scholastics flee to
such a
refuge Concordia 377 (F228)]
[

Yet, Molina does takes refuge in ignorance as
to how God

knows subjunctive conditionals of freedom. 28
takes similar refuge as to how God'

s

And Banez

intrinsically

efficacious concurrence leaves human actions free. 29
Leibniz views his contribution as providing an account of

divine knowledge in which there is no refuge in ignorance,

either on the part of God or creature.

It is to his

treatment of these issues that we now turn.
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.
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Endnotes
1.

See Erasmus'
2.
foreknowledge of
^-lbero

a rbitri

,

1524 attack on Luther's account of divine
free actions Diatribe seu collatio de
and Luther's 1525 reply De Servo Arbitrio

In 1547 the council did issue a Degree on
Justification
according to which the essence of justification
is God's
gratuitous, prevenient grace.
This grace operates on the
human will, and may be accepted or rejected. As we
shall
3.
see, however, this degree is general enough to be
consistent
with radically different theories of providence. For the
relevant section of the decree, see [Vansteenbergher
2095]
For a comprehensive account of the issues concerning
justification, see
[Riviere, 2164-92]
,

.

The full title of this work is Liberi Arbitri cum Oratiap
4. is
Don
Divina Praescient ia Providentia, Praedestinatione et
Reprobatione Concordia (The Harmony of Free Will with Divine
Grace, Divine Foreknowledge, Providence, Predestination and
Reprobation)
All page references to the Concordia are to
the critical edition, edited by Johann Rabeneck, S.J., Ona
and Madrid, 1953.
English translations from Part IV of the
Concordia are from Alfred J. Freddoso's translation, Luis de
Molina, On Divine Foreknowledge Ithaca and London:
Cornell
University Press, 1988.

—

,

,

.

.

See

[Origen,

1980,

85]

5. For a masterful guide to this and other related issues,
see Freddoso's introduction in [Freddoso, 1988, 1-81]

6. See SCG Bk
occasionalism.
.

3

Ch.69 for Thomas's rejection of

7. At ST I Q.105, A. 5, Thomas says that denying genuine
causal powers to created substances implies that God is
limited in his creative powers.

8. While Thomas does at times offer a perceptual model of
how all things are present to God in eternity [ST I Q.14,
at De Veritate Q.2, A. 9,
A. 13 and De Veritate Q.2, A. 12]
Ad. 3 he cautions that the use of "vision" is metaphorical.
,

9. For Molina's, Banez's, and Leibniz's endorsement of this
Commentaria 351, and
doctrine, see Concordia 347 (F179)
FC184 (MP111) and Gr350, respectively.
,

10. This is no idle question for Thomas, for he takes the
b
Philosopher extremely seriously, and at Metaphysics 1074 15-

35

.

.

.

.

A ris totle seems to argue that the divine or
intellect cannot know anything other than itselfpure

34

11. This means that the correspondence
theory of truth a
good model for our knowledge, must be inverted
with respect
to God's gcientia
"For we get our knowledge from natural
things, of which God is the cause through his
knowledge.
Hence, just as the knowable things of nature are
prior
our knowledge, and are its measure, so God's knowledge to
prior to natural things, and is their measure" [ST I o is
^ 14
:

-

A. 8]

—

.

12. Molina is emphatic that these distinctions or
divisions
of divine knowledge are only a "...'priority in our way of
conceiving it, with a basis in reality'
.not a priority in
the sense that there actually is an instant of either nature
or time in which the one thing [one mode of knowledge]
exists and the other does not" Concordia 366 (F211)
.

.

[

]

See Concordia 295 (F90), 374-5 (F225)
for Molina's
explication of these terms. For Thomas's use of the
parenthetical terms, see ST I II, Q.9-10.
[

]

14. The alert reader might object that (4) can't be known
pre-volitionally
For given Molina's commitment to the
theory of divine concurrence Concordia 159-222]
Shamir
can't even exist, let alone hand over David, independent of
some divine volition to create and sustain Shamir and concur
with his every action. Both Molina and Leibniz saw this
clearly.
In their view, truths like (4) include non-actual
divine decrees and volitions; pre-volitional simply means
prior to (conceptually, not temporally) some actual or
possible world creating volition.
.

[

15. See
Concordia 385-6
of this point
[

(F242)]

,

for Molina's acknowledgment

16. Molina even denies God middle knowledge of his own
actions, because such knowledge would be incompatible with
365-6 (F210)].
God's freedom Concordia 341 (F171)
[

,

For a similar distinction
See Concordia 392 (F252)]
in Thomas, see De Veritate Q.5. A. 4.
17.

[

18. In Molina's view, claiming that God's free knowledge is
the cause of things would inextricably inculpate God in
human sin, a mistake Molina attributes to Banez. Molina's
account of why humans alone are responsible for their sins
can be found at Concordia 193-7]
[
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.

.

19. By Banez's lights, this explication
satisfies the
doctrine that God's knowledge is the cause of things
in name
oni y*
should be noted that Molina's commentary on
Q 14
A. 8, "Is God's Knowledge the Cause of Things?"
occupies only
two pages [Concordia 3-4]
whereas his commentary on Q.14,
A. 13 "Does God Know Future Contingents?" spans
400 pacres
Concordia 5-405]

^

’

,

[

.

This is a very compressed version of the theodicy Alvin
Plantinga presents in chapter 9 of The Nature of Necessity
where he reinvented the theory of middle knowledge.
20.

Banez offers Biblical evidence for this claim by
supplying an extremely literal reading of the famous Pauline
benediction at Hebrews 13:20-1, "May the God of
peace ... equip you with everything good for doing his will,
and may he work in us what is pleasing to him through Jesus
Christ" Tractatus 351]
21.

[

For Thomas's claim that God's causality is universal,
see ST I Q.105, A. 5.

22.

23. Elsewhere Banez says God's causality is so suited that
he brings things about through our wills as if they weren't
being brought about by anything extrinsic to the agent
Tractatus 372; cf. ST I Q.105, A. 4].
[

For Thomas's claim that God can bring about the desired
modality of various effects, see ST I Q.19, A. 8, "This is
better described by invoking the very effectiveness of the
divine will... since God's will is of all causes most
effective, the consequence is that not only those things
come about which God wills, but also that they come about in
the manner that God wills them to" [cf. ST I II Q.10, A.4;
SCGBk.l, Ch. 67,8; De Malo 0.6, A.l].

Later Thomas considers the objection that, if one is
free only if one is a self-mover, God's moving of our wills
Thomas answers by
is incompatible with human freedom.
agreeing with the Aristotelian definition, but points out
that "Freedom does not require that a thing is its own first
cause, just as in order to be the cause of something else a
thing does not have to be its first cause. God is the first
cause on which both natural and free agents depend. And
just as his initiative does not prevent natural causes from
being natural, so it does not prevent voluntary action from
being voluntary but rather makes it be precisely this. For
God works in each according to its nature" [ST I Q.83, A.l]
24.

For a helpful discussion of this distinction, see

n. 14)

.
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(F135,

]

.

,

,

, .

.

25
Essentially this answer, minus the sensu composito
d ivisio terminology, is present in Thomas.
"Given that God
moves the will to something then it is incompatible
with
this to posit that it is not moved to that.
But it is not
impossible looking simply at the nature of the will and that
of the particular object.
And so it does not follow that
the will is moved by God of necessity" [ST I II Q.10, A.
4]
.

Molina agrees that propositions like (7) are false and
that propositions like (8) are true.
He argues, however,
that a proposition like (6)
understood as (8)
is only
sufficient for establishing that God's choice, and not
Abraham's, is contingent Concordia 320 (F136), 370 (F217)
376 (F227
[

)

.

26. By the sixteenth century, Thomas's views on these topics
were viewed as close to orthodoxy. This lead to some prima
facie convoluted exegesis, as is illustrated by Molina's and
Banez's treatment of Thomas's claim that God knows what is
future because all things (past, present, and future) are
eternally present to him (see fn.10 above). Despite textual
evidence to the contrary, Molina states "I would not dare to
claim that St. Thomas, whom in all things I sincerely desire
to have as a patron instead of an adversary, believed that
God knows future contingents with certainty solely on the
basis of the presence of things with actual existence.
Rather, if he were asked about this issue, he would, I
believe, affirm the contrary position" Concordia 309
[

(

F114

)

]

.

Although Banez would have it otherwise, his relation to
Thomism is also less than straightforward. After explaining
in what sense it is true that all things are present to God
Commentaria 350]
Banez states that "Even if God were not
to know future contingents as present in eternity, but only
in their causes, his knowledge would be certain and
infallible" Commentaria 352]
Subsequently, the presence
of things to God in eternity plays no role in Banez's
explanation of the source of God's foreknowledge. This is
not accidental, for in Banez's view there are no contingent
truths independent of God's volition, and hence anything
present to God in eternity is already posterior to God's
actual or possible causality. Thus after a perfunctory
endorsement, this Thomistic strand drops out of Banez's
analysis
[

[

Another text that appears recalcitrant to Banez's
interpretation is Thomas's claim that "anyone who knows a
contingent effect in its cause only has no more than a
Banez
conjectural knowledge of it" [ST I Q.14, A. 13]
states that this is, of course, true for the restricted
domain of indeterminate and incomplete causes Thomas was
38

?

.

.

speaking of in this passage. But, since "God
knows future
contingents in their complete and unimpeded causes
he
therefore knows them certainly and infallibly"
[Comment aria
351]
.

.

Banezianism is vulnerable with respect to

the problem of
sm, and Molina uses his considerable dialectical
skills in
exposing these

difficulties.
To begin, how does God
foreknow evil actions, for example, Judas's betrayal?
Molina offers Banez the following trilemma: Either God
predetermines the betrayal, or Judas is naturally determined
to betray, or God knows the betrayal through his middle
knowledge [Concordia 368-73 (F214-222). Since Judas will be
punished for his action on the day of judgment, the first
alternative "imputes a manifest wickedness and cruelty
....[to] God Concordia 323 (F139)
Both Molina and Banez
agree that the second is incompatible with the action being
free.
And Banez rejects the third alternative. Thus Molina
concludes that Banezianism cannot account for God's
knowledge of sins.
[

]

.

Banez replies that the trilemma is not exhaustive, for:
... a future sin is known by God through the idea
of the good to which it is opposed.
[for] the
created free will infallibly will fail concerning
whatsoever matter of virtue, unless it is
effectively determined by the divine will to
operate well.
From which reason, from the fact
that God knows that his own will has not
determined the created will to operate well, in
its matter, e.g., of its temperament he knows
evidently that the created will will sin and fail
concerning the matter of this virtue. Therefore,
God knows some future contingents in their causes,
just as they are determined by the first cause; He
knows a future sin in its cause, in so far as it
is not determined by the first cause to operate
.

well

[

.

Commentaria 353]

Molina had three objections to this reply. First,
Molina charges that Banez 's strategy provides God knowledge
of determinables but not of the specific determinants
falling under them. That is, if God doesn't determine my
will to be faithful to my wife, he knows I will commit
adultery, but not the specific form my adultery will take
368-9 (F215)
Concordia 322 (F139)
,

[

]

,

Second, doesn't this lay the responsibility for sin
squarely on God, and pervert God' s universal salvif ic will
Concordia 322 (F139), 370ff.
(cf. I Timothy 2:4)
(F216f f
[

.

)

]
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.

.

.

Last, Molina attacks the asymmetry concerning
God's
concurrent causality that lies at the heart of Banez's
theory.
How is it that I could have had sex with my
without God's efficacious help the night before our fiancee
wedding
but not the night after Concordia 272-3 (F220-1)]?
it is
not difficult to construct answers on Banez's behaif
to the
first objection.
What is difficult is providing an answer
that does not exacerbate the prospects for orthodox
solutions to the second and third objections.
In reply to
the second and third objections, Banez offers scriptural
evidence for predestination (in particular Romans 9)
and he
appeals to Thomas's development of St. John Damascene's
distinction between God's antecedent and consequent will
Commentaria 420ff.]
[

,

[

Molina appealed to "the depth of His intellect"
[Concordia 371 (F218)] in describing God's "most profound
and inscrutable comprehension of each faculty of free
choice"
Concordia 340 (F168)]
And to call such cognition
"supercomprehension," as later Molinists do, simply marks a
lacuna in analysis.
28.

[

29. Banez concedes that "although we are not able to fully
explain a priori in what way the concurrence of the first
cause is both efficacious and necessary, and at the same
time it conforms with the nature of a free and contingent
cause, nevertheless it is well known to us a posteriori that
it is most certain..."
Commentaria 363]
The most strident
modern Banezian, R. Garrigou-Lagrange acknowledges that
"Thomism end[s] in obscurity" [Garrigou-Lagrange, 1946, 88].
While Thomism "is only a mystery... a result of the mystery
of creation" (ibid. 89)
Molinism harbors "not a mystery,
but a contradiction" (ibid. 90)
[

,

40

]

.

CHAPTER

3

LEIBNIZ ON PROVIDENCE AND FOREKNOWLEDGE

Leibniz's Motivation

Leibniz had important reasons for tackling problems

concerning God's knowledge of future free contingents.
First,

he saw early on the tensions inherent in the orthodox

doctrine of God's total governance over a world with free
actors.

As he dramatically put it in a letter we have

already seen:
Both views are difficult - that a God who does not
decide everything, or that a God who does decide
everything, should be the absolute author of all.
For if he does decide everything, and the world
dissents from his decree, he will not be
omnipotent.
But if he does not decide everything,
it seems to follow that he is not omniscient
[A/2/1/117 (L14 6
)

]

.

And as a Christian philosopher, Leibniz believed part of his
calling was "to place reason at the service of faith... to
support and harmonize what the light of nature and the light
of reason teach us of God and man"

[T

§1]

the Europe of the late seventeenth century was

Second,

increasingly fragmented.
of small states,

Germany was divided into hundreds

religious sectarianism was on the rise, and

Leibniz wrote that amongst the diverse claims made by modern

philosophers "the mantle of philosophy is torn apart"
[G/l/15

(

L93

1
)

.

Much of Leibniz's adult life was spent

attempting to break down political, ecclesiastical, and
philosophical divisons.

In particular,
41

Leibniz sought

.

church reunion, both within Protestantism,
and ultimately
between Protestants and Catholics.
Towards this end he
wrote various philosophical works, including
the Discourse
o n Metaphysics
and sought out various correspondences
with
leading Catholic theologians and philosophers,
among them
the Antoine Arnauld.
Leibniz's goal was the discovery
,

of a

metaphysical system in which theological disputes
could be
resolved, or at least accommodated 2 We have seen
how

.

divisive interpretations of providence and foreknowledge
were, not only between the two churches, but within
each

church.

Given Leibniz's philosophical and ecumenical

interests,

it was only natural that his attention should

turn to the deep and contentious problems surrounding divine

foreknowledge
In §39 of the Theodicy

.

Leibniz takes up the de

Auxiliis dispute, dividing the warring factions into two
camps,

the defenders of mediate knowledge and the

predeterminators.

After a brief characterization of both

Leibniz promises to explain how:

sides,

.there is truth on both sides.
But if the
foreknowledge of God has nothing to do with the
dependence or independence of our free actions, it is
not so with the foreordinance of God, his decrees, and
the sequence of causes which, as I believe, always
contribute to the determination of the will. And if I
am for the Molinists in the first point, I am for the
predeterminators in the second, provided always that
predetermination be taken as not necessitating [T §§42.

.

43]

.

.

.

.

That this is not one of the most perspicuous adjudications
in the history of philosophy is indicated by the profound
42

.

.

disagreement among scholars over Leibniz's
position on this
debate.
To take two examples, Nicholas Rescher,
in his

masterful guide to the Monadolocrv

.

writes:

For reconciling free agency with divine
foreknowledge, Leibniz in effect adopts the
conception of middle knowledge scientia media
deployed by the Spanish theologian Luis Molina
[Rescher, 1991, 149]
(

)

.

In a work on the influence of Scotus's account of

omniscience, Douglas Langston offers a quite different

characterization.

He writes that Leibniz:

.agrees with the main contention of the
Dominicans, i.e. that God knows future free
actions only through his predetermining activity
an d this predetermination does not eliminate
freedom [Langston, 1986, 80]
.

.

.

When one turns to Leibniz's private memoranda for help
in clarifying his position on this debate, matters appear

even worse.

In notes from the mid 1680 's on Lous de Dole's

On the Mode and Connection of the Concourse of God and

Creatures

.

Leibniz comments that:

My opinion:
Middle knowledge is reduced to
Knowledge of simple intelligence or to the
Knowledge of possibles [VE/ /2618]
Yet ten years later,

Scientia Media

,

in his notes on William de Twisse's

Leibniz writes:

I may consider it that middle knowledge is best
comprehended under knowledge of vision [Gr349]

Did Leibniz change his mind over time about God's

foreknowledge (if so by 1710 he had changed his mind back to
his earlier view)

,

or worse, was there a fundamental

instability to his thinking about these matters?
43

Despite

:

.

.

the appearance of serious conflict on
these topics, I shall
argue that careful study of the relevant
texts reveals a
subtle and consistent theory, carefully crafted
to protect
the orthodoxy of the central doctrines of
divine providence

and human freedom.

Much of these surface irregularities can

be explained by several facts about the way Leibniz

philosophized
First,

there is the manner of Leibniz's writing, much

of it consisting of private notes,

some of them only

incomplete fragments, and the letters (and drafts thereof),
some sent directly, others through intermediaries.

As he

wrote to Father Des Bosses in the last year of his life:
...I write in fits and starts, and for that reason
do not, perhaps, always satisfy, for I cannot go
back to what I wrote earlier.
Because of that,
perhaps certain sorts of contradiction will arise
from time to time.
But once the matter is
examined, the contradiction will be more in the
way I express myself than in the account [G/2/518

(AG204)

Second,

]

there are several methodological factors. In

another late letter, Leibniz explains to Nicolas Remond
that
I have tried to uncover and untie the truth buried
and scattered under the opinions of all the
different philosophical sects, and I believe I
have added something of my own which takes a few
steps forward.
.1 have found that most of the
sects are right in a good part of what they
propose, but not so much in what they deny
[G/3/606-7 (L654-5)
.

.

3

]

Both Leibniz's belief of the truth contained in much earlier
philosophy, especially scholasticism [DM §11]
44

,

and his

:

.

ultimate goad of unification contribute
to his practice of
focusing on what he found true, rather than
false,

interlocutor's views.

in his

Complicating matters is Leibniz's

willingness to use terminology referring to ontological
entities we know from other works that he does not

ultimately accept

4
.

Failure to take all of these factors

into account in the delicate task of interpretation
can

result in a strange melange.

Minding this caveat, let us

turn to Leibniz's account.

Leibniz on Molinism

What does Leibniz accept of Molinism?

suggests that, according to Leibniz,

Langston

"...the Molinists are

correct in asserting that God can know both the actual and

possible actions of free creatures"

[Langston,

1986,

79-80].

Yet as we have seen, the fact that God knows both actual and

possible truths was never in dispute between the Dominicans
and Jesuits, nor is there any evidence in any of Leibniz's

writing on this topic that indicate such

a

misunderstanding.

Rather, Leibniz joins Molina in endorsing Origen's insight.
In reply to an argument for theological fatalism, Leibniz

writes
Peter was not going to deny because God had
foreknown it, rather God had foreknown it because
Peter was going to deny, for putting God's
foreknowledge of future contingents aside, the
truth was determined in itself and so it was true
from eternity that Peter was going to deny, thus
foreknowledge must leave the truth as it was,
contingent [Gr308-9, 387, 481]
45

;

This endorsement means that Leibniz sides
with Molina on a
serious claim that was at issue in the de
Auxi

1

j

-j

g

controversy, namely, that there are contingent
truths God
knows pre-volitionally
in the Causa Dei
the Latin
.

.

appendix to the Theodicy

.

Leibniz writes of God:

His knowledge of the possibles constitutes what
is
called the science of simple intelligence
its
objects are the things as well as their
relationships, and, in respect to both, their
necessity or contingency.
The science commonly
called middle is contained in the science of
simple intelligence if the latter is taken in the
sense we have expounded above
[CD §§14 & 17
T
~
.

.

.

'•

§47]

.

It is important to see that this is not a negotiable

concession that Leibniz could have failed to make to Molina,
but is rather a doctrine to which other strands of his

philosophical theology commit him.

For central to both

Leibniz's strategy for exonerating God from human evil and
for preserving the contingency of human action while

enabling those actions to be foreknown to God, is Leibniz's
claim that there are complete individual concepts of

possible substances the truth values of which are completely

determined and known to God prior to any decision to create
[G/2/50

(

L3 3 3

)

3

.

When God actualized one among the myriad

of possible worlds available to him,

he:

...rendered every event certain and determined
once for all, without derogating thereby from the
liberty of those creatures that simple decree of
choice, not at all changing but only actualizing
their free natures which he saw in his ideas
Gr314; T §§20, 52, 362, 380; CD
[G/7/390 (L696
)

§104]

.

46

.

Why complete individual concepts have
the predicates they do
is explained in the following passage
from
"Concerning

Liberty,

Fate,

and the Divine Grace of God."

Talking about

God's idea of Peter prior to his decision to
create, Leibniz
explains that Peter's concept contains:
.what would be concerning Peter if he were to
xist
or what is the same thing, he has in his
fintellect a most perfect concept or idea of a
possible Peter containing all truths about
Peter.
[Gr311; emphasis mine]
.

.

>

.

.

This means that Leibniz rejects a model according to which,
once God chose to actualize a world with Peter, God has the

further choice between the galaxy of worlds containing

Peter's denial and those that do not.

Speaking of God:

Properly speaking, he did not decide that Peter
would sin or that Judas be damned, but only that
Peter who would sin with certainty, though not
with necessity, but freely, and Judas who would
suffer damnation would attain existence rather
than other possible things; that is, he decreed
that the possible notion become actual [C520
(

AG3 2

)

;

DM §30; Gr314, 343].

The complete individual concept of Peter involves that of
for example.

Jesus,

Because of the interconnection and

interdependence of the complete individual concepts which
constitute each possible world, God cannot combine complete
concepts willy-nilly, just as he cannot create
fails to deny before the cock crows thrice.

a

Peter who

This means that

God's creation choice ranges over compossible, maximal sets
of complete individual sets that constitute possible worlds,

not over possible individuals per se
(L662

)

]

.

[T

§§84,

225; G/3/573

:

.

All of this plays a large role in
Leibniz's

philosophical theology.

Leibniz's claim that there are

contingent truths God knows pre-volitionally
provides him
with the conceptual space to:
...explain how evil has a source other than the
will of God, and that one is right therefore to
say of moral evil that God wills it not, but
simply permits it [G/2/50, T Preface (H61)
T §20Gr3 6 5 (AG114)
;

]

.

Significantly, the above means that Leibniz adopts

essentially

a

Molinistic account of providence.

Possible

worlds are constituted by how the possible individuals that
comprise them would act, if actual.
freedom.

This secures human

God then actualizes the world that satisfies his

plans for a world, and this secures divine providence.

As

Leibniz put it:

Foreknowledge does not destroy free choice, nor
does pre-ordination.
For each presupposes that
free action is already involved in the notion of a
thing, so that he decides to create a thing
provided with some notion.
Pre-ordination
consists in this [Gr383]
At this point the wary reader might well interrupt and

point out that the neatness of the above diachronic sketch
has been achieved only by ignoring Leibniz's reading note on

Twisse's Scientia Media

,

in which he locates middle

knowledge in the knowledge of vision.

Nor is this the only

text that counts against the interpretation

recommending.

I

am

In a manuscript titled by editors "The Source

of Contingent Truths," tentatively dated 1685-89, Leibniz

writes
48

.

There is no middle between these two.
Indeed
what they call middle knowledge is knowledge
vision of contingent possibles [C3? (AG100) by
]

Let us begin with the Twisse note.

Leibniz's claim that:

I may consider it that middle
knowledge is best
comprehended under knowledge of vision [Gr349]

is a comment on Twisse' s observation that:

All the old scholastics do not recognize but two
kinds of knowledge [ibid.].

The context makes clear that Leibniz is saying no more
than
the following: if we are restricted to the traditional,
pre-

Molina division of two categories of divine knowledge, where
a

proposition is known by simple intelligence if and only

it is a necessary truth,

knowledge of vision. 5

if

then middle knowledge belongs under

In fact,

in CD §17 Leibniz is quite

candid about positing middle knowledge outside the domain of
simple knowledge when the latter is restricted to necessary
truths,

for once the terminological and conceptual changes

are made,

the two characterizations are equivalent. 6

The

same analysis applies to Leibniz's remark in "The Source of

Contingent Truths."
If the above is even roughly right,

serious concessions to Molina.

Leibniz makes

Yet anyone who has studied

these texts knows that Leibniz is far from a card-carrying

Molinist.

What does Leibniz reject of Molinism?

Langston

reports that Leibniz rejects Molina's doctrine of freedom,
but that Leibniz misunderstands that doctrine [Langston,
1986,

78]

There certainly are lots of passages that
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suggest such a charge.

In Theodicy §46,

for example,

Leibniz writes of the:
-indif ference of equipoise that is, where
all is
completely even on both sides without any
inclination
towards either.
•

•

,

And Leibniz often ascribes such "Buridan's Ass"
freedom to
the Jesuits.
Yet when we compare this with (l)
we
find

,

that Molina makes no requirement that dispositions
be in a

state of equipoise.

7

Be this as it may,

I

believe

Leibniz's deep criticism of Molinism is directed elsewhere.
To see why, we need to turn to a critical note from November
1677 entitled "Scientia Media":

Suppose we were to place Peter in certain, determinate
circumstances, with a certain help of grace; and if God
were to permit me to ask of himself, what Peter would
do in this state, I do not doubt that in fact God would
be able to respond something certain and infallible,
although I am amazed that some Scholastics dared to
doubt about this.
Suppose that God could give the
ground rat ionem of his pronouncement, so that he
could give me knowledge of this fact.
If we say that
God is not able to do this, his knowledge would be
imperfect; if we say that God is able, middle knowledge
would be manifestly overthrown [C26]
[

l

Several points from this quotation deserve comment, for
while the first horn of this dilemma is obvious, the second
is not.

Why,

if God were able to give the ground of Peter's

choice, would middle knowledge be overthrown?

making two claims here.

First,

given

(1),

Leibniz is

Molina's

libertarian conception of freedom, there are no states of
affairs sufficient for the truth of propositions describing
future contingents, and hence that a Molinist world supplies
no ratio, no truth-makers for divine foreknowledge.
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.

Second, Leibniz thinks the indeterminism
Molina's
account of freedom presupposes is metaphysically
impossible

because it violates the principle of sufficient
reason
[Gr271

,

276-7, 480; T §§175,

with Bishop Steno on Liberty,

303]
"

.

In "The Conversation

Leibniz characterizes

Molina's conception of freedom:
(10) This definition of freedom--the power to act
or
not act, all the requisites for acting having been
posited, and all existing things equal in the object as
in the agent --is an impossible chimera, contrary to
the
primary principle I stated [C25]

The primary principle is that:
The nature of things requires that every event should
have beforehand its proper conditions, requisites, and
dispositions, the existence whereof makes the
sufficient reasons of such exist [A/7/392-3 (L6 98
)

]

.

And
A requisite is that without which a thing is not able
to exist, the aggregate of all the requisites is the
complete cause of the thing [Gr267; FC178 (AG94)].
Plug this definition of a requisite into

(1)

or (10)

,

and

one sees Leibniz's puzzlement over how:
...there should finally result therefrom a
determination for which there is absolutely no
source [T §§48, 320]
9

.

How,

according to Leibniz, does God foreknow creaturely

free actions?

In some reading notes on a work of

Bellarmine, Leibniz writes:
For correctly the divine Thomas constitutes freedom in
the power of self determination or acting through one's
self.
From which it is obvious how God knows that
which will be future free contingents, because he knows
what will appear best to the mind [Gr298, 388]
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For Leibniz, what appears best to a
mind is determined by
features of our psychology and the objective
or apparent
value of the choices available to us.
In a letter
of

December 1707 to Pierre Coste, Leibniz claims:
...I am actually of the opinion that our freedom,
as
well as that of God and the blessed spirits, is
not
only exempt from coercion, but also from absolute
necessity, even though it cannot be exempt from
determination and certainty [G/3/401 (AG194)
T § 371 ].
;

Leibniz saw that Molina's and Suarez's claim that God's

foreknowledge is foundational or primitive, and not true in
virtue of something more basic, violates the principle of

sufficient reason.

Returning to our passage from "Scientia

Media," we are now in a position to see why, if God can

provide a ground for his foreknowledge, middle knowledge is
overthrown.

According to Leibniz, the only way to satisfy

the non-negotiable condition that there be grounds for God's

certainty concerning Peter's future choice is that there be
antecedent facts about Peter causally sufficient for that
choice.

Since middle knowledge was posited by Molina

precisely to deny that the relevant, fully specified world
segments leading up to free choices are causally determined,

Leibniz's requirement renders middle knowledge impossible.
In sum,

Leibniz accepts the claim that there are contingent

truths God knows pre-volitionally

,

while rejecting the

libertarianism middle knowledge was posited to accommodate.
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Leibniz on Banezianism

What does Leibniz accept of the predeterminators?

According to Langston:
.Leibniz agrees with the main contention of the
Dominicans, i.e., that God knows future free actions
only through his predetermining activity and this
predetermination does not eliminate freedom [Lancrston
y
.

.

1986,

80].

is correct,

'

Leibniz is a Banezianism on the location

of contingent truths,

and the reading sketched in the

previous section is fundamentally mistaken.

Langston

provides little textual evidence for his reading, but there
are such passages.

Among the most important are those in

which Leibniz endorses the traditional medieval distinction
that

...necessary truths involve only the divine
intellect, so contingent truths involve the
decrees of the will [C23 (MP104); LA51; Gr304,
312
G/ 7/3 10 M §46]
;

In fact,

.

;

in §186 of the Theodicy

.

Leibniz states that to

reject this distinction would be to reject even the

possibility of divine freedom.

Doesn't this settle the

matter that for Leibniz all contingent truths are known
post -volitionally?

I

think not.

In Leibniz's comments on Twisse,

Leibniz flatly denies

Twisse's claim that God's "...decree is the ratio of

knowability

[of

future free contingents]

,

"

[Gr351]

.

Fortunately, Leibniz is quite candid about how to render

consistent his claim that some contingent truths are known

pre-volitionally and his adherence to the traditional maxim
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concerning necessary and contingent truths.

in addressing

how the complete concept of an individual
is foreknown by
God pre-volitionally, and why what is known

isn't necessary,

Leibniz writes:
Nevertheless, the actions of these possible
individuals are not therefore necessary and do not
depend only on the divine intellect., but on
decrees of the divine will insofar as the decrees
themselves are considered possible by the divine
intellect [Gr311; C24 (MP104-5)
LA39, 40, 51].
;

What does Leibniz accept in Banezianism?

In "Scientia

Media" Leibniz writes:

God knows what the infant would have been about to
do if he reached adolescence, but he can also give
the ground of this reason if he wishes.
.God's
knowledge does not consist in vision, which is
imperfect and a posteriori but in knowledge of
the cause, which is a priori [C25-6; Gr290 (AG22),
.

.

.

350,

352]

.

Leibniz agrees with Banez in his insistence that knowledge
of causes is the source of God's foreknowledge, and hence

that the principle of sufficient reason applies equally to

divina scientia

.

Leibniz also sides with Banez in denying

that there are possible worlds God can't create.

10

What

Leibniz denies is the specific Banezian analysis of the

operative cause through which God foreknows the free
actions,

i.e.,

he denies God knows subjunctive conditionals

of creaturely freedom solely by knowing his own causal

contribution. 11

As Leibniz puts it in Theodicy §47:

.we have no need to resort, in company with some
new Thomists, to a new immediate predetermination
by God, such as may cause the free creature to
abandon his indifference, and to a decree of God
for predetermining the creature, making it
.

.
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possible for God to know what the creature
will
do: it suffices that the creature be
predetermined
by its preceding state, which inclines it
to one
course more than another [cf. T §§365, 371]
Thus facts intrinsic to a free substance and
its history
render the premotion theory unnecessary. 12 This
solution
is the subject of the next section.

Leibniz's Account
In Theodicy §42 Leibniz adumbrates his solution:
I resort to my principle of an infinitude of
possible worlds, represented in the region of eternal
verities, that is, in the object of the divine
intelligence, where all conditional futurities must be
comprised.
For the case of the siege of Keilah forms
part of a possible world, which differs from ours only
in all that is connected with this hypothesis and the
idea of this possible world represents that which would
happen in this case. Thus we have a principle for the
certain knowledge of contingent futurities, whether
they happen actually or must happen in a certain case.
For in the region of the possibles they are represented
as they are, namely, as free contingencies.
Therefore
neither the foreknowledge of contingent futurities nor
the foundation of this foreknowledge should cause us
any perplexity or seem to prejudice freedom.
.

.

.

,

The above showcases the possible worlds framework within

which Leibniz believed important advances could be made in
central problems in philosophy and theology.
follows

I

In what

offer an interpretation about some of Leibniz's

reasons for adopting this framework, and about the

connections between it and other key doctrines.

Let us

begin with the former.
First,

providence.

Leibniz believed in a strong conception of
The intimate connection between the doctrines
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.

.

of providence and foreknowledge in his
analysis is

thoroughly traditional.

Because these commitments have been

overlooked by most modern commentators, it is worth
while
offering the following gallery for the benefit of
the

skeptical
God foreordains everything.
For his knowledge is
not indifferent, nor does anything befall His
intellect that is not the object of his will, nor
is he able to suspend judgment, because the
suspension of judgement arises only from ignorance
[Gr307]
In any case, God determines all questions, and in
the case of those which are absolutely necessary,
are determined by his understanding, or the
contemplation of the ideas of his intellect,
whereas concerning contingent he seems always to
exercise his will by contributing to it in such
way that one of the two contrary possibilities may
prevail; he is never related to them neutrally
[Gr3 12

]

having chosen this arrangement, and
foreseeing, or better, regulating everything in
advance.
[Gr478]

God,

.

.

The foreknowledge of God renders all the future
certain and determined, but his providence and his
foreordinance, whereon foreknowledge itself is
founded, do much more: for God is not as a man,
able to look upon events with unconcern and to
suspend his judgement.
[T §2]
.

.

.

Leibniz's commitment to the claim that God is strongly

provident has important implications.

It commits him to the

claim that propositions describing future contingents have
*

determinate truth values [Gr306, 412, 479; T §331]
Otherwise God wouldn't know what is in store.
s

means that propositions like

(4),

14

13
.

It also

which describe never

actual states of affairs, have determinate truth values.
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Otherwise God wouldn't have the knowledge
necessary for
choosing between the various possible worlds.
The

conjunction of these, combined with other doctrines
Leibniz
held, pose problems.
The first stems from the fact that Leibniz was

committed to the correspondence view of truth,
realistically
understood.

This means there must be some objective fact in

virtue of which

(4)

is true.

And while

(4)

is true and

always has been, the state of affairs it describes is and

never will be actual.

This rules out the obvious truth-

making property, actuality.

Exacerbating

question is Leibniz's nominalism. 15

a

solution to this

His ontology only

recognizes as ultimate constituents of reality individuals
and their properties

[G/4/158

(L128); G/2/270

can Leibniz ground the truth of

(4)

(L537)

Nor

]

in the intentions,

desires, and character of any actual Shamir who lived in
Keilah,

for since individuals are world-bound, any such

individual is not identical with the Shamir denoted in

(4)

.

Given Leibniz's requirement that:
All reality must be founded on something existent
[T §184, §189; G/3/572 (L661); G/7/305 (AG152); M
§43]

.

there is only one solution:
The very possibility of things that do not exist
have their reality found in the divine existence,
for if God did not exist, nothing would be

possible
Thus

(4)

is,

[G/ 6/440]

quite literally, an idea of God.

These ideas,

called complete individual concepts by Leibniz, are
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partioned into possible worlds by the
conditions of
maximality and compossibility
Notice that on

Leibniz's

.

construal

,

possible worlds are just special sets of
divine

ideas

Problems remain.

Imagine that, had Shamir turned over

David to Saul, it would have been a sin.
seem to follow that, since

author of sin.

(4)

From this it would

is an idea of God,

God is the

This is an obvious threat to the asymmetry

Leibniz wants in his account of the origin of good and evil,
for he maintains the traditional view that God is

responsible for all the good in creatures (even, one
supposes,

in merely ideal creatures)

but none of the bad.

Leibniz has several lines of defense to block God's

culpability for sin.

First and foremost is his endorsement

of the distinction between ideas that depend upon God's will

and those that do not.

As we have seen,

included in the

latter category are some ideas that are contingently true.
All ideas, the denotation of which involve sin, are ideas

which do not depend upon his will.
Leibniz held that, had God created a world in which

Shamir turned over David to Saul, God would have had to
concur in all of Shamir's actions.
of

(4)

Accordingly, the concept

involves, as a component, God's help.

Thus it

appears that God is implicated in Shamir's never actual
betrayal.

Leibniz blocks this implication by ascribing what

there is of perfection in Shamir's actions to God, while
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ascribing to Shamir whatever there is of
limitation
(betrayals,

etc.)

in his action.

Because the scholastic

correlatives of perfection and limitation are no
longer in
currency, much remains obscure about this defense.
Leibniz saw that the exercise of providence requires
that there exist complete individual concepts that
reside

eternally in the divine intellect.

These concepts or ideas

are structured into sets of possible worlds.

Despite

initial appearances, this model does not violate Leibniz's

nominalism, since the ideas that make up complete individual

concepts are properties of the supreme substance, God.

It

does not violate God's justice and goodness,

for these ideas

are known independent of his creative will.

Nor does it

violate Leibniz's realism, since propositions like

(4)

are

true in virtue of complete individual concepts, which are

objective properties of God.
What might be surprising to note is that nothing

separates the model described in the previous paragraph from
Molina's.

Separation occurs over the proper understanding

of the connection between an individual's concept and the

various truths predicated of that individual

.

What

I

hope

to show is that, when considered together with the medieval

problematic he accepted,

Leibniz's understanding of this

connection is far more intuitive than has usually been
supposed
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In "The Catholic Demonstrations,"
part of the intended

reconciliation project,

Leibniz quotes Horace:

Nec Dues intersit, nisi dignus vindice nodus
mciderit [G/6/106 (L110)].
In Leibniz's view,
Pr

Molina's appeal to God's intellect as

ive or foundational is just such a premature

intervention, an unnecessary multiplication of mysteries.
This is brought out clearly in some comments on Molina's

defender and heir, Francisco Suarez.

First,

a description

of Suarez's strategy:

Suarez proves a priori that God foreknows future
contingents because this object is knowable, and
the knowledge of God represents everything
knowable.
But thereafter he will prove that the
object is knowable, so he proves a posteriori
because God knows. A circle. He does not mention
what was paramount, the cause of the knowability
[Gr351]

Despite his admiration for Suarez as a philosopher, Leibniz
finds this explanation no more than a dodge:

Defenders of middle knowledge feign that certain
contingent future things will exist, with no cause
represented by which they come to exist, so that
they would depart from the condition of possible
things to the condition of future things.
Suarez
explains in what way God knows future contingents.
But this is not the knot, that God knows whatever
is true, but the question is how they become
knowable in the genus of future things, and this
[answer] passes [by the question] intact, in which
is the knot.

Above

I

.

.

[Gr348]

said that the general model of divine cognition

shared by Molina and Leibniz does not violate realist

constraints on truth, since propositions like

(4)

are true

in virtue of complete individual concepts, which are
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themselves properties of the divine intellect,

explanation was sufficient for Molina.

This

it was not for

Leibniz.

Absolutely central to medieval discussions of
foreknowledge was the attempt to offer an explanation

for

the source or basis of God's foreknowledge.

All parties

save the Socinians and their ilk, agreed that God knew

subjunctive conditionals in virtue of knowing his own ideas.
What was at issue was why some of those ideas, namely

contingent propositions describing creaturely free actions,
have the truth values they do.

Molina and Suarez "pass by

this question intact," because their incompat ibilism

precludes any causal explanation in terms of an individual's
intentions, desires, and character.
§365

As Leibniz put it in

:

But there is no way, however infinite it be, to
reconcile the knowledge and providence of God with
actions of an indeterminate cause...
It is precisely this lacuna that Leibniz's version of

complete individual concepts is meant to provide.
In Leibniz's analysis,

for God to know a proposition is

for God to know the reason for the truth of that

proposition.

In the Theodicy Leibniz explains:

Now that I have proved sufficiently that
everything comes to pass according to determinate
reasons, there cannot be any more difficulty over
these principles of God's foreknowledge.... [For]
all the internal and external causes taken
together bring it about that the soul is
determined certainly, but not of necessity: for
no contradiction would be implied if the soul were
[T §§360 & 371]
to be determined differently.
.
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God knows

:

is true because there is no possible
world

(4)

with the same natural laws in which Keilah is
besieged and
where Shamir fails to hand over David.
In short, the

ratio

for Shamir's choice, and hence the truth value of

(4),

are

explicable in terms of his intentions, desires, and
character,

facts that are causally determined, were God to

actualize that world.

controversial
defense)

,

While this interpretation is

(much of the next chapter is given to its

it is only half the story;

controversial half of the story.

I

indeed it is the less
am referring, of course,

to Leibniz's notorious concept containment theory of truth.

The central principle of the theory is clearly stated
in a work entitled "On Freedom"
... I saw that it is common to every true
affirmative proposition, universal and particular,
necessary or contingent, that the predicate is
involved somehow in the notion of the subject
[FC179 AG95
(

)

]

This seems to collapse the important distinction between

analytic and synthetic propositions.

Worse,

have disastrous consequences for freedom.

it appears to

For if betraying

David is part of Shamir's complete individual concept, it
looks as if the proposition "Shamir does not betray David"

involves a contradiction.

And Leibniz is perfectly clear

that if the negation of a choice contains a contradiction,
the choice is not free.
Yet in text after text we see Leibniz appealing to the

in-esse or containment principle in explaining God's
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foreknowledge
(MP89)

that

I

[DM §8;

G/7/296

;

•

Gr271,

(MP15)].

309-10; C16-7

(MP96);

C520

One might take this as evidence

am wrong in claiming that Leibnizian worlds
are

completely deterministic, for if they are, why does
he need
to appeal to such an implausible epistemological
principle?
I

think the beginning of the answer is contained in the

continuation of the quotation from "On Freedom"

After

.

stating the in-esse principle, Leibniz writes:

And this is the source principium of
infallibility in every sort of truth for that
being who knows everything a priori [FC179 (AG95)
C519 (MP88)
[

l

]

We have seen that it was a non-negot iable requirement that

God knows the content of any possible world solely in virtue
of knowing his own ideas.

truths a priori

[G/7/296

This means that God must know all
(MP15)

;

C2

(AG99); C16-7

(MP96-7)].

As Leibniz puts it in the same work:

God's intuition should hardly be thought of as
kind of experiential knowledge (as if he sees
something in things distinct from himself)
but as
a priori knowledge, knowledge derived from the
reasons for truths, insofar as he sees things
within himself, possibles through a consideration
of his own nature, and existing things through the
additional consideration of his free will and his
decrees, the most important of which is that
everything happens in the best way, and for the
best reason [FC184 (AG97-8)]
...

a

,

.

Focus on Leibniz's gloss of a priori knowledge,

derived from the reasons for truths."

I

"knowledge

believe that for

Leibniz there are (at least) two important senses of causa
or ratio

(to use his preferred philosophical language)

,

that Leibniz appealed to universal causal determinism or
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and

concept containment respectively, depending
on the domain of
discourse.
Some explanation is in order.

Leibniz moves easily from talk of complete
individual
concepts to talk of possible individuals in possible

worlds.

When explaining why Shamir, the possible individual,
would
hand over David, had God actualized that world, Leibniz
appeals to facts about Shamir's history which determine why
he perceives betrayal as the best choice.

(Any other

explanation would violate the principle of sufficient
reason.)

So at the metaphysical level of causality or

causa, Leibniz appeals to universal causal determinism to

explain why

(4)

is true.

On the other hand,

strictly speaking, the possible

individual Shamir just is a complete individual concept

residing in God's intellect.

knowledge of

(4)

Speaking this way, God's

corresponds to the set of propositions

constituting the complete individual concept of Shamir.

Which is to say that the predicate "hands over David"
included in Shamir's subject, or complete concept.
the epistemological level of reasons or ratio

,

is

So at

Leibniz

appeals to concept containment to explain God's knowledge of
(4)

.

The proper understanding of the relationship between
the principle of sufficient reason and the concept

containment theory of truth has been the subject of much
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dispute among commentators,

.

Rescher writes of the in-esse

principle
This conception of truth provides the basis
for
what Leibniz calls the Principle of Sufficipni“
Reason a principle basic to his entire
philosophical system [Rescher, 1967, 25] 16
,

.

In direct contrast to the above,

Louis Couturat and Fabrizio

Mondadori both argue that the principle of sufficient
reason
provides the basis for the concept containment theory of
truth [Couturat, 1969, 208-18; Mondadori, 1973,

90]

Consider now Leibniz's claim in §13 of the Discourse on

Metaphysics

.

Explaining why the in-esse principle doesn't

lead to "an absolute fatalism," Leibniz writes:
We will therefore be in a position to satisfy
these sorts of difficulties, however great they
may appear (and in fact they are not made any the
less pressing by considering how other thinkers
who have treated this matter)
as long as we
recognize that all contingent propositions have
reasons to be one way rather than another or else
what comes to the same thing that they have a
priori proofs of their truth which render them
certain and which show that the connection between
subject and predicate of these propositions has
its basis in the natures of each [emphasis mine]
,

(

)

And in "On Freedom," Leibniz explains:
However, two ways remain for us to know contingent
truths, one through experience, and the other
through reason- -by experience when we perceive a
thing sufficiently distinctly through the senses,
and by reason when something is known from the
general principle that nothing is without a
reason, or that there is always some reason why
the predicate is in the subject [FC182 (AG96)]

Couturat, Mondadori, and Rescher all have to ascribe

Leibniz's casual identification of the concept containment

theory of truth with the principle of sufficient reason to
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carelessness.

Because the principle of sufficient reason
is

what motivates Leibniz's determinism, a virtue
of the
reading I am suggesting is that we can take Leibniz

at his

word in such passages

17
.

Today we tend to wonder at Leibniz's concept
containment view of truth, entailing as it does the

analyticity of all propositions.
its etiology,

However,

in the light of

and the almost universal insistence among

medieval thinkers that there be a foundation for God'

foreknowledge of free contingents, the wonder should be that
more theists haven't followed Leibniz down that garden path

towards concept containment and compat ibilism

Conclusion

Philosophers and their systems are shaped by the

problems they set out to solve.

Because Leibniz's interests

and studies spanned the range of seventeenth-century

disciplines, questions of influence and motivation are

extremely difficult to untangle.
century,

At the turn of the

in two ground-breaking studies, Louis Couturat and

Bertrand Russell maintained that the whole of Leibniz's

metaphysics could be derived from
principles.

a handful of logical

Later, Martial Gueroult argued that Leibniz's

physics drives his metaphysics to an extent not previously
recognized.

Most recently, John Carriero has argued that

the new science embraced by Leibniz plays a large role in
66

shaping his analyses of contingency and concept
containment.
However, if the general line developed in this paper
is

correct,

then the logic or physics interpretations are not

the whole, or perhaps even the main story about the

development of certain core Leibnizian doctrines.
the above is right, Leibniz

,

s

For if

solution to a little known

medieval debate on divine foreknowledge, far from being a
simple footnote to his philosophical theology, sheds

a

deal of light on Leibniz's system and its foundations.
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Endnotes

After replying to Bayle's critique of the New System
in a
letter to Basnage de Bequval editor of the journal Histoire
des ouvrages des savants Leibniz concludes that "Our
greatest failure [as philosophers] has been the sectarian
spirit which imposes limits upon itself by spurnina others"
[G/ 4/392 (L496)
1.

,

.

]

2. In a promissory note in the letter from which our
title
of the Discourse derives (Leibniz's title was Traite sur les
Perfections de Dieu) to the Landgrave Ernst von HessenRheinfels, through whose mediation Leibniz sought a
correspondence with Arnauld, Leibniz wrote about the

Discourse

:

For the questions of grace, the concourse of God
and creatures, the nature of miracles, the cause
of sin and the origin of evil, the immortality of
the soul, ideas, etc., are touched upon in a
manner which seems to open up new possibilities
for the elucidation of very great difficulties
[LAI 1

]

For Leibniz's description of one reunion plan, see the
1679 letter to John Frederick, Catholic Duke of BrunswickHanover.
In this letter, Leibniz states he can accept the
findings of the Council of Trent "except for three or four
passages" which need reinterpretation so as to avoid
contradictions [A/2/1/487 (L259)
For an excellent summary
of the principles and principals involved in these
For a study
ecumenical projects, see [Sleigh, 1990, 15-25]
of Leibniz's relation to the intellectual and political
climate of his day, see [Meyer, 1952]
]

For a grandiose summary of the synthetic nature of
3
Leibniz's system, see NE71-3.

Until one is "on to" this and the reductive analysis they
require, many Leibnizian texts (e.g. the New Essays appear
riddled with contradictions.

4.

)

The claim that, with the knowledge of simple intelligence
and vision so characterized, subjunctive conditionals of
freedom are contained in the knowledge of vision, may seem
Molina attempted to show that
It is not.
uncontroversial
his Banezian opponents were committed to locating
subjunctive conditionals in God's natural knowledge (i.e.
Concordia 386, 389 (F242,
knowledge of simple intelligence)
5.

.

\

248)

]

.
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6.

Evidence that by Leibniz's time the debate no
centered on the inclusion or exclusion of middle lonqer
knowledqe
in the knowledge of simple intelligence is
provided by a
letter from Father des Bosses, the Jesuit responsible
for
the Latin translation of the Theodicy
in a letter of
January 6, 1711, Des Bosses writes to Leibniz:
.

As for conditioned knowledge, which we call
middle, we do not oppose your bringing it under
the heading of simple intelligence.
Listen to
Francisco Suarez in the Prolegomenon of the second
part of the book On Grace chapter 6, number 7:
.

The division of divine knowledge into
knowledge of simple intelligence and
knowledge of vision is adequate; and
speaking plainly conditioned knowledge
is contained under the knowledge of
simple intelligence .... because it is
permitted through this that a contingent
effect may be regarded not only as
contingent, but also as determined to
the one part by the hypothesis,
nevertheless because that hypothesis is
not yet supposed to be from another
decree of God, it all remains under the
possible, therefore all that cognition
pertains to simple intelligence.

Up to this point, Suarez.
It is sufficient,
accordingly, that we hold in like manner with you
that conditioned knowledge subjectively
prerequires no absolute divine degree, and no
objective conditionate of the sort the Thomists
set up, about which a good deal of controversy has
been placed for us with them [G/2/417]
7.

It should be noted that there is a genuine disagreement

between them concerning this famous thought experiment.
Molina holds that a case involving an ass equidistant from
two qualitatively identical bales of hay equally attractive
to the beast is possible, and "since it seems to have a
trace of freedom of the sentient appetite, would therefore
be able to move in the direction it wanted to in such an
By contrast, Leibniz holds
Concordia 299 (F97)
event"
that such a state of affairs is "a fiction that cannot occur
And if, per impossibil e, God
in the universe" [T §49]
brought it about, poor Brunellis would starve to death
[ibid.; §§304-5; G/3/402-3 (AG195)].
[

]

For the importance Leibniz places on this condition, see
Gr348 350-1.
8.

,
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9.

Notice that this argument relies on "all
the requisites
for acting having been posited" [C25]
but does not depend
on an "equipoise of dispositions" in the
agent, the element
contained
(10) but absent in (l)
,

m

Leibniz finds the libertarian understanding of
freedom
so absurd that at one point he says that even
the Molinists
don t really believe it [T §330]
(Leibniz makes a similar
remark with respect to Descartes's voluntarism,
callinq it
"one of his philosophic feints" [T §186].)
His diagnosis
with respect to these theological battles and skirmishes
is
that they often result from the misuse of a single term
(in
this
context "requisite" appears a good candidate)
10.
Leibniz
adds that "A wise Molinist will be content with an
indifference opposed to necessity, but such as shall not
prevent prevalent inclinations" [T §367]
He seems to have
found such a wise Molinist in des Bosses [G/2/418]
.

.

.

In his important book, The Nature of Necessity one of
the most influential modern Molinists, Alvin Plantinga,
accused Leibniz of a fundamental lapse, which he terms
"Leibniz's Lapse" [Plantinga, 1982, 180-184]. The charge,
roughly put, is that Leibniz failed to see that, in virtue
of giving creatures freedom, there might be possible worlds
God can't actualize.
By Leibniz's lights, this charge is
false, for while he agrees with Plantinga that it's possible
that God can't get a world where Judas doesn't betray
(indeed Leibniz's claim is stronger), in virtue of his
denial of transworld identity, there is no possible world
where Judas fails to betray.
Plantinga, of course, would
see this as holding all the advantages of theft over honest
toil
,

11. Further evidence that Leibniz rejects Banez's model of
concurrence is contained in a note entitled "Can a Secondary
Cause Determine the First?" [Gr386-8].
There Leibniz writes
that the entire de Auxiliis controversy centered around
whether efficacious grace can ever differ intrinsically from
inefficacious grace (the Banezians answered in the
affirmative and the Molinists answered in the negative)
Leibniz sides with the Molinists [Gr387]

12. In an important study informed by the scholastic
antecedents of these matters, Michael Murray states that:

Leibniz appears to endorse the claim, made over
and over by the Jesuits, that the Dominican
scheme, incorporating as it does the determining
divine concurrence, amounted to hard determinism
[Murray,

1994

,

4]
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I agree about the appearance
in the text he cites
Mv
reservation concerns moving from this appearance
to the
claim that "Leibniz rejected [the Dominican
position]
because, to his mind, it was incompatible
with
freedom" [ibid, 15]
As evidence for his claim, Murray
cites Leibniz's notes on Twisse's Scientia Media
The
relevant section reads as follows:
.

.

.

_

Bonaventura accomplished the foreknowledge of
future things through ideas and Thomas through
the actual existence of things in eternity, [but]
Scotus refutes both with magnificent arguments.
Scotus recalls foreknowledge of future things to
the future determination of the divine will + God
is the highest truth, from which follow all
truths.
The dispute is manifest because they
ignore or did not consider that contingent truths
are known through reasons +)
certainly when God
determines things indifferently by his will to
future or future
Bradwardine had already
contended that this was the same opinion of
Aquinas, and he confirmed this with reasoning, and
others contend that today + Right
God knows
existents through reasons, and the reason of the
existence of contingent things is a decree of God
+.
Objections:
freedom, which seem to be taken
away by the decree, and disorder, or evils which
seem to be let in. And today the Dominicans
fighting for the existence of things in eternity,
they want to depend on the determination of the
divine will: + right. But they should have
explained what it is + [Gr347-8]
,

(

;

.

.

Most of the above is Twisse; what is interspersed
between the +'s is Leibniz on Twisse.
(I have assumed that
there is a copy error in Grua, and that the last "right"
[recte] should be to the right of the second to last +
If
I am wrong about this, Murray's case is considerably
weakened.)
Murray's evidence that Leibniz finds the
premotion theory destructive of human freedom is the
endorsement Leibniz gives to the above objections.
.

No doubt on this point we have arrived
I am skeptical.
at the murky outer reaches of exegetical history, but why
not read Leibniz as simply stating "Yes, those are the
standard objections, and indeed the Dominicans are so
arguing"? Leibniz never missed an opportunity to criticize
the Jesuit conception of freedom, both in the Theodicy and
throughout the largely theological writings that constitute
Nor was he reluctant to point out the
the Grua texts.
theologically dangerous consequences of occasionalism
If Leibniz really found the premotion
[G/4/515 (L506-7)].
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.

theory threatening, it is a mystery why he
didn't plainly
say so.
Thus I am inclined to take Leibniz at his
word
I heodicy §47 when he states that he rejects Bafiezianism in
because it isn't needed in a sound model of divine
cognition
_

My conjecture for why Leibniz found the premotion
superfluous but not pernicious is that since Leibniz theory
natural compatibilist he wasn't greatly troubled by was a
supernatural compatibilsm
I suspect that the ultimate
source of the difference between Murray's and my reading of
Gr44 7 - 8 stems from our disagreement about Leibniz's attitude
towards natural compatibilism, the topic of chapter four
,

.

13. Although he lacked this terminology, I think it is clear
that Leibniz endorsed both the principle of excluded middle
and the principle of bivalence.
The former principle states
that for any well -formed declarative sentence and its
contradictory, exactly one is true.
The latter principle
states that any well-formed declarative sentence is either
true, or alternatively false.
Leibniz clearly states his
endorsement of the principle of bivalence in NE362

The distinction is important because it can be exploited
as a way out of logical fatalism.
Ackrill, for example, has
argued that in De interpretat ione 9 Aristotle denies
bivalence for future singular propositions while maintaining
that excluded middle is valid [Aristotle, 1963, 133-4].
I do not know Leibniz's attitude towards the principle
of conditional excluded middle.
Consider the following:

(4)

If placed in the relevant, fully
specified siege conditions, Shamir would
freely hand over David.

(11)

If placed in the relevant, fully
specified siege conditions, Shamir would
not freely hand over David.

Advocates of the principle of conditional excluded middle
claim that (4) and (7) are contradictories, and thus that
Deniers of this principle claim this
one of them is true.
is a mistake, and that to obtain the contradictory of (4)
for example, one must deny the whole conditional.
,

As Leibniz wrote to Arnauld, ". .one cannot deny that
there truly exists a particular full concept of Adam
accompanied by all his predicates and conceived of as
14.

.
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possible, which God knows before deciding to create him
[LA50

.

]

15. That Leibniz was a nominalist throughout his career has
been well argued by Mates in [Mates, 1986, 170-188]

For textual support for this view, see the important
study "Primary Truths," where, after stating the concept
containment of truth, Leibniz writes:
16.

Many things of great importance follow from these
considerations, considerations insufficiently
attended to because of their obviousness. For the
received axiom, nothing is without reason or
there is no effect without a cause directly
follows from these considerations... [C519
,

,

(

AG3 1

)

]

.

After stating the in-esse
17. Serious questions remain.
principle in "On Freedom," Leibniz writes:
But this seemed only to increase the difficulty,
for if the notion of the predicate is in the
notion of the subject at a given time, then how
can the subject lack the predicate without
contradiction and impossibility, and without
changing the notion [FC179 (AG95)]

Leibniz clarifies this issue in a letter to Arnauld.
Speaking of his trip to Paris, Leibniz writes:

A falsity would therefore exist, if I did not take
it, which would destroy the individual or complete
concept of me, for what God conceives or conceived
of me even before deciding to create me; for this
concept embraces sub ratione posibilitat is
existences or truths of fact or God's decrees,
upon which facts depend [LA52]
Suppose prior to creation that God is considering the
proposition expressed by the sentence "Leibniz does not go
Clearly this proposition is false of the
to Paris in 1672."
world God decided to actualize. The deep question is why
there is no possible world where that proposition, read de
why
re, is true, or to put the same question differently,
properties
individuals and worlds have all their
The most textually conscientious and
intrinsically [LA53]
philosophically astute discussion of these matters to date
.

is

[Sleigh,

1990,

48-94]
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CHAPTER

4

LEIBNIZ ON HUMAN FREEDOM

The Problem

Much of Leibniz's metaphysics is motivated by the

problems of divine and human freedom. Indeed, he claimed
there are
...two labyrinths of the human mind, one
concerning the composition of the continuum, the
other the nature of freedom. And both spring from
the same source - the infinite [FC180 (MP107)]

Although there is no unanimity among scholars about the
details of his solution to the latter labyrinth, most have

held that certain quintessentially Leibnizian doctrines,

notably pre-established harmony, spontaneity, the concept
containment theory of truth, and the principle of sufficient
reason, commit Leibniz to some form of compatibilism and

soft determinism. 1

Lately, however, even this limited

consensus has come under attack.

Micheal Seidler,

commenting on the tension between Leibniz's determinism and
his writings on moral therapy, concludes that "...Leibniz

analyzed human freedom on two incompatible levels
led to]

self -refutation"

[Seidler,

1985,

34,

...

35.].

2

[which
R.

Cranston Pauli argues that the Leibniz of "Necessary and
Contingent Truths"

(NCT)

was a physical incompatibilist

,

and

of Leibniz's
that such a view is fully compatible with any
Clive
mature metaphysical principles [Paul, 1992, 232]
74

Borst,

also citing NCT, writes that Leibniz never
held, nor
would countenance, the view that "free will
is compatible
with deterministic causal laws at the psychological
level"

[Borst,

1992,

57]

Most recently, Michael Murray appeals to

.

this passage as evidence "...that Leibniz did not
think

physical or causal necessity compatible with freedom"
[Murray,

1994,

21]

.

This work is exciting and important

because it highlights Leibnizian texts and themes that are
prima facie recalcitrant to the traditional (cluster
reading

(s)

of Leibniz on human freedom,

of)

and hence point to a

serious lacuna in our understanding of Leibniz on this

fundamental topic.
contributions,

I

Despite the value of these

believe we should reject Seidler's charge

that there are two, mutually inconsistent views on

Leibnizian freedom, and Pauli's, Borst 's and Murray's claim
that Leibniz was a physical incompat ibilist

taken in the modern sense of that term.

3

,

if this is

My aim in this

paper is to present a sketch of Leibniz's views on human
freedom that takes into account these problematic texts.

I

begin by examining the relevant sections of NCT and

presenting reasons for rejecting the incompatibilist
interpretation of the "private miracle" passage.

I

then

adumbrate Leibniz's views on divine freedom, which provide
the key for understanding the enigmatic sections of NCT and

his general views on human freedom.

75

Last,

I

say why

.

Leibniz's teaching on moral therapy is
compatible with, and
a natural consequence of his general
views on human freedom.

The Recalcitrant Passage of NCT

All of the above authors who ascribe

incompatibilism to Leibniz rely upon the following
passage
from NCT:
But free or intelligent substances ... in a kind of
imitation of God... are not bound by any certain
subordinate laws of the universe, but act as it
were by a private miracle, on the sole initiative
of their power, and by looking towards a final
cause they interrupt the connection and course of
the efficient causes that act on their will... For
just as the course of the universe is changed by
the free will of God, so the course of the mind's
thoughts is changed by its free will:
so that, in
the case of minds, no subordinate universal laws
can be established (as is possible in the case of
bodies) which are sufficient for predicting a
mind's choice ... From this it can be understood
what is that 'indifference' which accompanies
freedom.
Just as contingency is opposed to
metaphysical necessity, so indifference excludes
not only metaphysical but also physical necessity
4
[C20-21 (MP100-101)
]

Leibniz's stated aim in this surprising passage is "to

distinguish free substances from others"

[C20

(MP100)].

He

does this with the help of the distinction between three
levels of propositions describing three levels of laws God

decrees at creation.

Absolutely universal is the master set

of propositions describing or encoding the entire, unique

history of the world God actualizes.

This set is variously

called by Leibniz the laws of general order, primary free
decrees, or:
76

]

.

.the first essential laws of the
series--true
without exception, and containing the entire
purpose of God in choosing the universe, and
so
including even miracles... [C19 (MP99)
cf
DM
7, 16; LA56ff
.

.

~

;

.

)

'

'

.

An important feature of the laws of general order
is that

•

.never, by any analysis, can one arrive at the
absolutely universal laws nor at the perfect
reasons for individual things; for that knowledge
necessarily belongs to God alone [C19-20 (MP99.

.

100

God,

)

]

.

and God alone, can derive from the above:

...subordinate laws of nature, which have only
physical necessity and which are not repealed
except by a miracle, through consideration of some
more powerful final cause [C19 (MP99)
cf DM
;

§16,17]

.

Least universal of all, and derivable from the above are the
set of propositions:

God can reveal even to creatures ... which are
intermediate to one another, and of which a part
constitutes physical science [C19 (MP99)]
The relationship between the subordinate laws and the

physical science laws is a matter of scholarly controversy.
Because what matters for Leibniz in the passage of NCT under

discussion is the distinction between the laws of general
order and the other two kinds of laws,

I

shall henceforth

refer to both lower sets of laws as natural laws

.

How does this taxonomy of laws help Leibniz

distinguish free substances from non-free substances?
Imagine a world whose total inhabitants are Freud, Jung and
an ordinary iguana (in Leibniz's view God is not to be

counted as a member of any possible world)
77

.

Leibniz's claim

.

is the following.

If Freud had perfect knowledge
of all

natural laws, knew the past and present states
of the
iguana, and had divine assurance that, ordinary
concurrence
excepted, there would be no future divine activity
involving
the iguana, Freud could infer all future states
of
the

iguana. 5

This is because the present and past states of

the iguana together with the laws of nature entail all
of
its future states.

however,

If,

Freud had perfect knowledge

of all natural laws, knew the past and present states of

Jung's mind, and had divine assurance that, ordinary

concurrence excepted, there would be no divine activity
involving Jung, Freud could not thereby infer all future
states of Jung's mind.

Thus it appears that the future

states of non-free substances are entailed by the past

history of the world and the natural laws, whereas the
future states of free substances are not so entailed.

sounds remarkably libertarian in spirit.

This

And indeed,

Leibniz concludes this section of NCT with the claim that:
...the mind has this much physical indifference,
that it is not even subject to physical necessity,
far less metaphysical; that is, no universal
reason or law is assignable from which any
creature, no matter how perfect and well-informed
about the state of this mind, can infer with
certainty what the mind will choose- -at any rate
naturally, without the extraordinary concourse of
God [C21-22 (MP102
)

]

On the basis of such passages,

the commentators we began

with ascribe incompat ibilism to Leibniz.

6

I

take it that

the reason for the claim that the Leibniz of this period
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.

rejects physical compatibilism is that
the physical
indifference free substances enjoy is constitutive

any rate a necessary condition) of their
freedom.

(

or at

After

all,

Leibniz himself invites this reading by
introducing the
relevant discussion with the words:
"This will now help us to distinguish free
substances from others" [C20 (MP100)]

and concluding with:

From this it can be understood what is that
'indifference'
which accompanies freedom. Just
as contingency is opposed to metaphysical
necessity, so indifference excludes not only
metaphysical but also physical necessity [C21
(MP101)

]

While selected portions of NCT invite such a reading, there
are compelling reasons,

internal to this text and elsewhere,

for another interpretation.

It is to these reasons that we

now turn

Physical Indifference and Compatibilism
What is this indifference we enjoy that stones and

iguanas lack?

Although the term does various service for

Leibniz in different works (and indeed in some of the same
works), he is quite explicit about which sense

using in NCT

.

he is

(s)

A state of affairs is indifferent just in

case it is not determined by:

...metaphysical or physical necessity ...

[i

.

e

.

,

it

is not] a consequence demonstrable from the
[finite] resolution of terms or from the laws of
nature [C22 (MP103)].
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Like stones and iguanas, our existence
and states are

metaphysically contingent.

Unlike stones and iguanas, some
of our states are indifferent to the laws
of nature,
i.e.,

not physically necessary.

this latter modality?

How does Leibniz characterize

In DM §16,

Leibniz states:

...miracles and the acts of God's extraordinary
concourse have this special feature:
they cannot
be foreseen by the reasoning of any created mind,
however enlightened it may be, for the distinct
comprehension of the general order surpasses all
of them.
On the other hand, all one calls
'natural' depends on less general maxims, which
creatures can understand.

Notice that what counts as a natural law is characterized

relative to creaturely understanding.
atypical.

Nor is this passage

In a related text from preface to the New Essays

on Human Understanding

.

Leibniz writes:

... [a created mind's]
conceptivity or power of
conceiving is the measure of nature's powers:
everything which is in accord with the natural
order can be conceived by some creature [NE65]
'

'

Leibniz puts it this way on some notes on the Arnauld-

Malebranche controversy on grace:
So miracles [are] themselves entirely in the general
order, that is, in general laws.
But what makes them
miracles is that they are not the intelligible notions
of subjects and cannot be foreseen by the greatest
finite mind that can be imagined [LH vi 5, 85
(Leclerc, 1973, 243)]
.

.

Being comprehensible to human thought, then, is distinctive
of the non-miraculous

result.

,

or natural order.

This is the

If an action of a substance is physically

indifferent, then that action is not physically necessary.

An action of a substance is physically necessary at some
80

arbitrary time

t n+1

just in case it follows from some

nonaccidental generalization true in virtue of
that
substance's nature, i.e. if the action is entailed

by some

set of natural laws and the history of the world
at time

tn

.

If an action of a substance at time t
n+1 is entailed by some

set of natural laws and the history of the world at
time

t n(

then that action is in principle predictable by a creaturely

mind in possession of a complete natural science (i.e. by
one who knows all the natural laws)

7
.

But according to

Leibniz, no human choice in this life is in principle

predictable by a creaturely mind in possession of
natural science.
indifferent.

a

complete

Thus our free actions are physically

Yet,

despite appearances,

nothing follows

from this about Leibniz's views on determinism or
compat ibilism tout court.

This is because Leibniz's

conception of a law of nature is different in one important
sense from most modern analogues, essentially indexed as it
is to some

(perhaps ideal)

understanding.

creature's power of

Why does this matter?

Because it seems

possible that there might be extremely complicated or
inaccessible laws of nature (in the nonLeibnizian sense)
that completely determine human mental activity but which no

creature could ever understand

8
.

Thus, when we ask if

Leibniz was a physical compat ibilist in our sense of the
term, we need to search the texts to reconstruct his answer

to the following question:

Given the actual history of the
81

.

world at time

and all the covering laws, including
laws
of the general order, is there only one
physically possible
future for the world after t n (in the unrestricted,
tn

,

nonLeibnizian sense of that last modality)?

One might

appeal to passages like the following for evidence
that
throughout his career Leibniz was committed to an

affirmative answer to this question.

In Leibniz's letter to

Arnauld of 14 July 1686 we read that:
...each possible world depends upon certain of
God's principle plans or ends, which are peculiar
to it, that is to say upon certain primary free
degrees (conceived of sub ratione possibilitatis)
or laws of the general order of that possible
universe to which they are suited and whose
concept they determine, as well as the concepts of
all the individual substances which must enter
this same universe ... Thus all human events could
not fail to occur as in fact they did occur, once
the choice of Adam is assumed; but not so much
because of the individual concept of Adam,
although this concept contains them, but because
of God's plans, which also enter into this
individual concept of Adam, and which determine
that of this entire universe, and consequently
both that of Adam and those of all the other
individuals of this universe... [LA51]

While this and like passages are suggestive, they are not

decisive on the question of compat ibilism because of the

opacity surrounding Leibniz's decription of these general
laws.

Indeed,

there is a reading of the above to which the

great sixteenth century libertarian Luis de Molina could
assent,

and hence it would be a mistake to rely on such

passages to separate Leibniz from those, like Molina, with

whom he disagreed on freedom.

9

82

.

It is time to investigate what role
physical

indifference plays in the dialectic of NCT

indifference is constitutive of freedom.

.

and whether

Read in isolation

from the rest of the work, it is tempting to
view the
private miracle passage as claiming that in the
great

hierarchy of beings, we stand apart from and higher
than
stones and iguanas by being free and indifferent to
(Leibnizian) natural laws.

Because we are above the domain

of those things governed by natural laws, our actions are

sometimes free, thus not predictable to any ideal (human)
scientist, and that it is in this last respect that we

approximate God.

Surprisingly, when we read the rest of the

text we find Leibniz claiming that the blessed, who are
free,

are not indifferent.

in a way (quodammodo)

,

In fact,

even God's actions are,

physically necessary:

It is in a way a matter of physical necessity that
God should do everything in the best way
possible... [C21 (MP101)
]

Leibniz even goes to claim that:
It is also a matter of physical necessity that
those confirmed in the good- -the angels or the
blessed- -should act in accordance with virtue, so
that in certain cases, indeed, it could even be
predicted with certainty by a creature what they
will do [ibid
.

]

.

Haven't things gone from bad to worse, for if indifference
isn't a defining characteristic of free agents, what was

Leibniz doing when he introduced this whole discussion by

claiming "This will help us distinguish free substances from

83

?

others "

.

The solution to this puzzle is
contained in a

passage which follows Leibniz's treatment of
the blessed:
But it is not a matter of physical necessity
that
men should choose something in this lifp
[emphasis my own; ibid.]
.

.

Once we notice the domain of discourse, we see
that Leibniz
is not,

imply,

as the commentators who ascribe incompatibilism

distinguishing (all) free substances from

(all)

things for which the question of freedom does not apply,
and
thus enumerating necessary conditions of freedom.

Rather,

Leibniz is distinguishing free beings in this world from
mere well-founded phenomena incapable of freedom.

As free

beings in this life, we are distinguished from beings below
us

(stones and iguanas)

,

by being indifferent in the

technical Leibnizian sense to natural laws

10

Yet Leibniz

.

is clear that such indifference is not required for divine,

angelic, or saintly freedom.

Indifference, then, is

inessential to Leibniz's analysis of freedom

11
.

Why our

suitably idealized cognitve potential stops short of the
actual laws that dictate our (earthly) choices is a question
to which we shall return, but we shall see that it is not

for reasons having to do with freedom.
We turn now to the sentence that to some is the very

heart of the private miracle passage, and to others is the

most egregious ebullition of a text in which Leibniz

temporarily lost his grip.

The passage, which we have

already seen, reads as follows:
84

But free or intelligent substances
possess
something greater and more marvelous, in a
kind of
imitation of God.
For they are not bound by any
certain subordinate laws of the universe, but
act
as it were by a private miracle, on the
sole
initiative of their own power, and by looking
towards a final cause they interrupt the
connection and the course of the efficient causes
that act on their will [C20 (MPll)] 12
.

As is well known,

for Leibniz, material objects operate

according to mechanical laws, and "follow the order of
icisnt causes,
laws,
(L716)

"

whereas souls operate according to moral

and "follow the order of final causes"
;

PNG §§3,

11;

M §79]

.

[G/7/419

Isn't Leibniz asserting in the

interruption passage that our volitions involve two distinct
causal orders, one teleological, and one mechanical, and
that in cases of conflict we act freely when our monadic

causality (our mind) has the ultimate say?

Surely,

this is

the natural reading of "...by looking towards a final cause

they interupt the connection and the course of efficient
causes that act on their will."

And this is what gives the

incompat ibilist cast to the whole passage.

Natural or

otherwise, this reading cannot stand, and for reasons

completely independent of considerations of freedom.

Why?

Because the strict or literal reading directly violates

Leibniz's great contribution to the mind-body problem, the

pre-established harmony, in which the two causal orders
never interact although their consistency is guaranteed by
God (and though the name doesn't appear until late works the

doctrine is an early one)

.

It is important to be clear

85

about the interpretive possibilities here.

there is an obvious and literal reading

I

It is not that

am tendentiously

disallowing because it is contrary to a certain
interpretation of Leibniz on freedom.
(consistently)

read this literally.

Rather, no one can
But it is only the

strict or literal reading that supports the incompat ibilist

interpretation.

Nor are interpretive situations in which

reading too strictly or literally actually contravenes the
intended meaning unusual in the Leibnizian corpus.

Leibniz

was well aware that some of his views appeared novel.
of this,

In

he worked hard to explain how ordinary views

prima facie at odds with his could still be true in some
sense or other.

For example, he sometimes spoke as if there

were mind-body interaction in the very texts in which he

denied such interaction.

13

In such passages statements

about mind-body interaction are clearly compendia loguendi
for statements about pre-established harmony and the

relative clarity or confusion of monadic perception.

Since

the sentence under consideration is a passage in which

Leibniz is not speaking "in metaphysical rigor"
(MP90

)

]

,

we need to ask what he does mean.

14

I

[C521

believe

careful study of this and related texts shows Leibniz's talk
of considerations of final causes interrupting efficient

causes is just a dramatic way of expressing in neo-

Aristotelian language what Leibniz carefully states in
technical terminology elsewhere, i.e. if we are paying
86

.

.

.

attention solely to bodies, we could, in
principle, give a
complete mechanistic explanation for my raising
my
arm at

time t n

However,

.

the complete causal explanation for
arm

raising in free beings is not and cannot be
exhausted by
mechanical considerations, but must ultimately include

and

be grounded in teleological considerations
(L655)]

.

[G/3/605-7

The above passage is just one of many where

Leibniz expresses his own views in the terms of an
interlocutor, with the knowledge that the careful reader who

knows his system will perform the relevant (often reductive)

translation
We have seen that nothing in NCT gives reason for

denying that Leibniz was a physical compatibilist

way around for such a modest yield?

I

think not,

A long

.

for this

propaedeutic has cleared the ground for our positive
investigation

Radix Libertatis
What is constitutive of Leibnizian freedom?

Like most

important doctrines in Leibniz, the answer is developed in
host of marginal notes, letters, and published works.
key,

however,

The

is presented at the beginning of the passage

we have just investigated:
But free or intelligent substances possess
something greater and more marvelous, in a kind of
imitation [imatationem] of God [C20 (MP100)
]
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a

:

:
.:

:

.

The Biblical claim that human persons are
created in God's
image is often repeated in the scholastic works
Leibniz so
admired, and it is no surprise to find it in Leibniz
§36,

Gr3 0 0]

15
.

[DM

While several philosophers link the Genesis

teaching to human freedom, Leibniz is the only philosopher
am aware of whose analysis of human freedom is essentially

predicated upon the Dei imitationem doctrine. 16

In some

reading notes from the early 1680s on Bellarmine, Leibniz
writes
The root of freedom in man is the divine image...
[Gr2 98

]

.

In the same notes

The root of human freedom is in the image of God
in man

[Gr300]

From DM §36
...only minds are made in his image and are, as it
were, of his race or like children of his
household, since they alone can serve him freely
and act with knowledge in imitation of the divine

nature
From T §147
...God, in giving him intelligence, has presented
him with an image of the divinity ... It is there
that free will plays its game.

And in one of Leibniz's last attempts to summarize his
philosophy, PNG §14

he writes:

(1714),

As for the rational soul, or mind... it is not only
a mirror of the universe of created things, but
[is] also an image of the divinity ... it imitates
in its realm and in the small world in which it is
allowed to work, what God does in the large world
[G/ 6/604-5 (AG211-212)
]

.
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I

This is a striking thesis, and quite unlike the

emphasis given by Molina, who primarily focuses on what
must
be true of humans if their actions are to be free and
hence
justly punished or rewarded.
the opposite

-

Leibniz's approach is quite

God is the paradigm of freedom, and we are

only free in so far as we are like him.

For Leibniz, we fix

the reference of the concept by examining the divine

exemplar.

We then compare our state to the divine state.

In so far as we approximate and imitate God

respects), we are free.

We turn,

(in the relevant

to divine freedom.

then,

Divine Freedom
For Leibniz, God is the being with all perfections
[G/ 4/359

(L386),

[VE/ 1/7

Gr277,

;

DM §1], and
481]

.

f ree

will is a perfection

This has important implications for

Leibniz's analysis of freedom, for it implies that free will
is a property that admits of degrees

NE181]

,

[Gr254,

and is intrinsically good to have.

instantiates it to the fullest degree [Gr262
Freedom,
God,

as we shall see,

(AG112),

Further, God
(AG112)].

can only apply to minds

the only perfect mind,

or absolute freedom [Gr254,
is God free?

262

[Gr384]

.

is the only being with perfect

362

(AG112)

;

NE175,

181]

.

How

In a now famous letter to the legal scholar

Magnus Wedderkopf of May 1671, Leibniz writes:
Since God is the most perfect mind, however, it is
impossible for him not to be affected by the most
perfect harmony, and thus to be necessitated to do
This in
the best by the very ideality of things.
89

.

,

.

.

.

no way detracts from freedom.
For it is the
highest freedom to be impelled to the best by a
right reason.
Whoever desires any other freedom
is a fool.
Hence it follows that whatever has
happened, is happening, or will happen is best,
and also necessary, but as I have said, with a
necessity which takes nothing away from freedom
because it takes nothing from the will and use of
reason.
No one has the power to will what he
wills, even though he can sometimes do what he
wills.
Indeed, no one wants this liberty of
willing what to will for himself, but rather of
willing the best. Why then do we invent for God
that which we do not want for ourselves? It is
thus clear that an absolute will which does not
depend upon the goodness of things is a
monstrosity... [A/2/1/117-18 (L146-7)
]

While the letter is early and thus "...very close to
the view of those who think that everything is absolutely

necessary"

[FC178

(AG94)],

I

believe it is, with one

important revision noted by Leibniz himself, an unusually

clear statement of his conception of divine freedom.
Indeed,

the three central elements of freedom stated are,

with the above proviso, ones Leibniz holds throughout his
career
First,

God's choice is most free only if it is in

accordance with the best

[DM §3]

where what is best is best

through its essence, and not because of God's preference
[ibid.; DM §2]

In a piece called "Du Franc Arbitre"

Leibniz writes:
faculty of rejecting the best without any
reason, real or apparent, is a great imperfection,
and is not to be found either in God or in the
Therefore true
angels confirmed in the good.
recognizing and
in
freedom of the mind consists
choosing the best [VE/1/9-10]
.

.

.

[the]
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.

.

.

In his fifth paper to Clark,

Leibniz claims that it is in

this very respect that we imitate God's freedom:
For when a wise being, and especially God who
has
supreme wisdom, chooses what is best, he is not
the less free upon that account; on the contrary,
it is the most perfect liberty not to be hindered
from acting in the best manner. And when any
other chooses according to the most apparent and
the most strongly inclining good, he imitates
therein the liberty of a truly wise being, in
proportion to his disposition [G/7/390 (L697)
]

Second, God's choice is free even if it is determined

by his own perfections and the intrinsic value of the
choice.

Astute readers no doubt realize that Leibniz is

operating in extremely tight quarters here.

For if God is

omnibenevolent and omniscient essentially, and the objects
of his choice have their value intrinsically, how can his

action,

say,

to create the best possible world, be anything

other than metaphysically necessary?

Leibniz claims it was

"...the consideration of possibles, which are not, were not,

and will not be,
[FC178

(AG94)]

continuation of

[that]

brought me back from this precipice"

He employs this solution in the
a note we have

already seen:

The root of human freedom is in the image of God
in man.
Even if God always chooses the best (and
if another omniscient being is feigned, he could
however, he
predict what God would choose)
chooses freely, because that which he does not
choose remains possible in its own nature,
In the
therefore its opposite is not necessary.
same way, man is free, as it is permitted that he
may choose from two things that which seems to be
the best [Gr300]
,

Leibniz's view here seems to be that a free action has
to be one that is not metaphysically neces sary simpliciter,
91

"

.

where this means that the negation of the description
of the
choice contains no contradiction, as long as facts
about

God's essence are not considered

affairs could be actual

§235).

(T

17

if a state of

(per impossibile independent of

God's will), then that state of affairs is not absolutely

necessary in the sense that is destructive of freedom (for
the claim that absolute necessity is the one modality

incompatible with freedom, see Gr270, 287-8, 478; G/6/37
(H61)

;

T §§45,

235,

282;

CD §21).

We have arrived at Leibniz's revision.

He wrote on the

margin of the Wedderkopf letter:
have since corrected this, for it is one thing
for sins to happen infallibly, and another for
them to happen necessarily [A/2/1/118 (L147)
I

]

Much has been made of this correction.

A nice statement of

Leibniz's mature views on this matter, and hence

a

helpful

passage on understanding the emendation, occurs in the NE
Leibniz,

.

speaking of God, says:

But choice, however much the will is determined to
make it, should not be called absolutely and in
a predominance of
the strict sense necessary:
goods of which one is aware inclines without
necessitating, although, all things considered,
this inclination is determining and never fails to
have its effect [emphasis my own; NE199, 198;
Gr2 7 6
299, 480; T §8; CD §21]
.

,

With the "possible in their own nature" theory of

contingency in place, what Leibniz called "necessity" in the
Wedderkopf letter became the "determination,
"inevitability," or "hypothetical necessity" that results
from being determined by the good or the true.
92

Some

.

.

contrast is helpful on this matter

18

In Leibniz's view,

.

there were two extreme and equally mistaken
views on
freedom.
The Jesuit error consisted in defining
freedom as
the liberty of indifference, thereby removing
the agent from
his or her own mental history and thus stripping
away all

reason from free action.
of this error

[T

§§42-49]

Leibniz takes Molina to be guilty
.

The opposite error consisted in

imputing an absolute necessity to everything, such that all

possibles are actual.

Leibniz takes Hobbes, Spinoza, and

Wycliffe to be guilty of this latter error [Gr300, 478,
Because Leibniz himself was accused of holding this

486]

position,

it is instructive to see how he contrasts the

necessity compatible with freedom with Spinoza's
necessitarianism.

In the Theodicy Leibniz writes:

He did not think that God was determined by his
goodness and by his perfection. .but by the
necessity of his nature; just as the semicircle is
bound to enclose only right angles, without either
knowing or willing this [T §174]
.

It

Spinoza.

is easy to misconstrue Leibniz's criticism of

Despite the wording of the above, Leibniz agrees

with Spinoza that God is determined by his nature.

What

Leibniz denounces is Spinoza's analysis of the divine
nature.

And

Spinoza denies that God has intellect or will.

if we insist that God does have such faculties,

Spinoza

charges that in God they bear as much relation to our
intellect and will as the celestial constellation of the Dog

bears to the thing that barks

[

93

Ethics

I

Prop. 17,

Schol

19
.

]

.

.

In Spinoza's view it is senseless to ascribe
freedom of will

to God [Ethics

Prop. 32]

I

.

Further, those who claim God

acts on account of the good subject God to fate
Prop. 33,

Schol

.

2

]

[

Ethics

I

Since God is infinite, there are no

.

nonactual possibles

[

Ethics

I

Prop. 16,

33].

All of this is deeply inimical to Leibniz's view of

divine agency.

Leibniz rightly points out that Spinoza's

God plays no causal role in creation.

This God does not act

from final causes and so is not free.

There are no

nonactual possibles to choose from, and hence everything is

absolutely necessary, the one modality incompatible with
And last, if this view is true, there is "no need

freedom.
of God"
It

[G/ 4/390

(H395)

]

would be easy to dismiss all of this as irrelevant,

for employing a modern understanding of modal semantics,
is not difficult to demonstrate that,

it

according to Leibniz's

own presuppositions, God's choice to create this world is

logically necessary.

Thus,

his protestations

notwithstanding, Leibniz's system is as necessitarian as
Spinoza's.

From this it is a small step to conclude that

Leibniz was simply muddled about the implications of his
total system.

Such an approach not only seriously

misunderstands Leibniz, but it also deprives Leibniz of his
rightful place among the philosophers we still wrestle with.
I

believe that Leibniz saw quite clearly what is entailed by

traditional views about divine attributes and creation
94

.

(combined with a commitment to the Principle of Sufficient
Reason)

and that he spelled out these implications with

,

care and rigor.

There are no possible worlds (to use the

term in our and not Leibniz's sense) where God is omniscient
and morally perfect and decides differently than he does in
this one.

To reject this is to reject the principle of

Sufficient Reason, a necessary truth for Leibniz.
[A/6/2/479-86; G/6/413-4

(H418-19)].

Further, Leibniz saw

more clearly than many recent compat ibilists the futulity of
a

naive conditional analysis of "could have done otherwise".

[G/3/133]

20

The resulting compat ibilism he welcomed as

sound philosophy and orthodox theology.
There is no denying that this is an uncommonly robust

version of compatibilism

.

Commenting on Spinoza's claim

that God could not have created the world any differently
[

Ethics

I

Prop. 33],

Leibniz admits that this is true "On the

hypothesis that the divine will chooses the best..."
[G/l/150

(L205

)

]

And we have seen that given Leibniz's

commitment to the claim that free actions must be non-

randomly grounded in an agent's mind and character, he does
not shirk from the claim that God too is subject to the laws
of teleological causality.

This latter point is brought out clearly in
the early 1680s.

asks

Leibniz has

a

a

note from

hypothetical antagonist

:

.whether God wills by necessity or whether he
wills freely, that is, because of his nature or
.

.
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.

because of his will.
I respond that
God, of
course, cannot will voluntarily, otherwise there
would be a will for willing on to infinity.
"Therefore," you will say, "he wills by
necessity."
I will say, with St. Augustine,
that
such necessity is blessed.
"But surely it follows
from this that things exist by necessity." How
so?
Since the nonexistence of what God wills to
exist implies a contradiction? I deny that this
proposition is absolutely true, for otherwise that
which God does not will would not be possible.
For things remain possible ... since we have defined
as in its nature possible anything that, in
itself, implies no contradiction, even though its
coexistence with God can in some way be said to
imply a contradiction [Gr289 (AG20-21); cf.
VE/1/9; Gr4 8 2 T §51] 21
.

;

What does Leibniz mean by his claim that "God wills by

necessity"?

Or alternatively,

if God does not and cannot

will to will, what does determine his willing?

We have

arrived at the third important point contained in the

Wedderkopf letter.

There Leibniz asks:

therefore, is the ultimate reason for the
divine will? [A/2/1/117 (L146)]

What,

His answer:
The divine intellect

[ibid.; T §191].

Given that we are "like little gods"
LAI 2 6

;

T §147, M §83],

[G/6/479

(AG140);

it is not surprising that Leibniz

says the same of us:
For we do not will because we will to will, but
because our nature is to will what we believe
And this belief does not come from our
best.
will, but from the nature of things, or the state
of our mind [VE/l/9; Gr269, 298]

God is free even though his will is determined by the divine
intellect's (perfect) perception of the objective value of

96

:

the available possibilities.

Thus God,

in creating

humankind
...wanted to create him free, and did it so that
he would not be moved except by that consideration
of such a proper good... [Gr298; DM §30].

While guestions remain about even these essential

elements in Leibniz's analysis of divine freedom, enough of
it is in

view to see that it is a bold, original, and

carefully conceived construal of divine agency.

We turn now

to its implications for human freedom.

Imitative Freedom
In the text we began with,

intelligent substances"
coref erential
says

.

[C20

Leibniz writes of "free or

(MP100)],

In the Confessio,

as if the terms are

Leibniz's spokesperson

:

...how foolish we are, who having spurned the
privileges of God and nature, demand a kind of
unknown privilege, not being content with the use
of reason, true root of liberty, unless an
irrational power is given to us we believe that we
are not sufficiently free.
As if it were not the
highest freedom to make the best use of intellect
and will, and, accordingly, for the intellect to
be constrained by the things it recognizes and for
the will to be constrained by the intellect to
embrace true goods... [A/6/3/135].

And in his critical comments on Descartes's Principles

,

Leibniz writes:
The highest perfection of man consists not merely
in that he acts freely but more still in that he
Better, these are both the same
acts with reason.
thing.... [G/4/362 (L388); LH 37, iv, 1 (L280);
Gr4 8 0 NE17 5]
;

.
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.

This rationality, or our comparative lack of it, is

important as we turn to creaturely freedom.
All contingent beings,

in Leibniz's view,

mirror the universe [LA124; DM §36; PNG §§3,

express or

12,

22

14].

Yet spirits alone, among the created order, have been

created in the divine image to express and imitate God.
Insofar as we imitate God we are free.

The corollary is

that insofar as we fail to imitate God, we are not free.

There are two important respects in which we fail to

approximate God, and it is in these two respects that our
freedom is diminished.

First, we lack perfect minds.

Second, we, unlike God, have passions that disrupt our

cognitive processes. 23
We,

In what ways do we imitate God?

like him, are determined to act in accordance with our

perception of the best, but it is precisely in this respect
that the difference between human and divine minds is

manifest:

God,

in virtue of his perfect intellect,

acts in accordance with the actual best.

always

That is, God is

perfectly rational, and hence perfectly free.

We,

on the

other hand, always act in accordance with the appearance of
the best; sometimes, unfortunately, that is all we get.

When the apparent best is far off the actual best, we are
not free:
it must be said that we are free in such a way
as we are determined to follow the perfection of
our nature, which is to say reason, but that we
are slaves in such a way when we follow passion.
VE/l/9-10; NE175]
[Gr4 8 1
.

.

.

.

.

;
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;

.

Or,

as Leibniz puts it even more dramatically
in the

Conf essio

:

Therefore, liberty consists in the use of
reason
which
proportion to its being pure or infected
we proceed correctly on the royal road of
duties/
or we stagger through a wasteland [A/ 6 3 135 24
/ /

m

]

.

Since freedom for Leibniz means willing as one
should,

and willing as one should involves reasoning rightly,
the
"royal road of duties" is paved with proper cogitation. 25

For those who through poor training or sloth are incapable
of thinking as they should,

Leibniz offers advice on how to

influence our perceptions and the choice of future actions:
.by choosing to be attentive to certain objects
and by accustoming ourselves to certain ways of
thinking.
In this way we can accustom ourselves
to resist impressions better and have our reason
behave better, so that we can contribute to making
ourselves will what we should [G/3/403 (AG195)
Gr327 481; T §64]
.

.

,

This and similar passages in which Leibniz offers moral

advice have sometimes been cited in support of the view that
there is an illicit,

human freedom.

libertarian strand in his views on

Seidler,

for example,

claims that in such

passages Leibniz's "...metaphysical determinism comes apart
at the seams,

texts,

stitch by stitch"

[Seidler,

1985,

35]

.

These

however, do not require the truth of indeterminism,

but rather its denial.

For they make the claim that, given

the truth of determinism, certain types of causes will have

certain effects.

The previous passage begins:

However, although our choice ex datis, with
respect to all internal and external circumstances
taken together, is always determined, and
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.

although, for the present, we cannot alter
our
will
[G/ 3/4 03
AG195
(

)

]

.

Indeed, not only is our ability to shape our
character and

thinking compatible with determinism, it requires
Leibniz says in the Theodicy

it.

As

:

We have seen, therefore, that the connexion nf
cause s with effects far from causing an
unendurable fatality, provides rather a means of
obviating it [T §§55, 313; NE182, 196].
,

The advice Leibniz offers those who want to will better

strengthens rather than weakens the compat ibilist
interpretation.

views

I

However,

there is a subtlety in Leibniz's

have thus far ignored, a subtlety significant

because it too has been marshalled in favor of the view
that,

despite the deterministic facade, there is

a

libertarian core to Leibniz's account of human freedom.

As

we have seen, Leibniz consistently maintained that we always
act in accordance with our perception of the best.

However,

he also consistently maintained that we always have the

power to suspend judgment. 26
A clear example of the suspension doctrine is contained
in a piece entitled "Against Indifference":

The mind has the faculty of choosing not only one
No
of two but also of suspending judgment.
appearance of good can be so clear (except that of
the highest good) that the mind, if it wants, is
not able to suspend judgment prior to the last
decision.... [Gr385; NE181; T §§51, 311; G/7/391
(L697)

]

Isn't this powerful evidence that throughout his career

Leibniz posits a critical wedge to secure freedom, not only
100

.

from the chain of natural causes, but also
from intellectual
determinism? In these passages it appears that
Leibniz is

presupposing the medieval distinction between the freedom
of
exercise (or contradiction) and the freedom of specification
(or contrariety)

27
.

The former is the freedom to enter

into an act of willing or not willing; the latter is the

freedom with respect to which action is willed, once a
choice to act has been reached.

What matters for our

purpose is how Leibniz understands or reappropriates this
distinction.

One might claim on the basis of these

suspension passages that Leibniz is a libertarian with
respect to freedom of exercise, and that this is the real
source of freedom, as some scholars have claimed of
Aquinas.

28

While this is an extremely complex web of

issues in the Summas and Disputed Questions

,

the Leibnizian

texts are clear that the power to suspend judgment is not an

essential component in Leibniz's analysis of free
actions. 29

This emerges clearly in a note from the mid

1680s entitled "Concerning Liberty, Fate, and The Grace of
God"

:

For his knowledge is
God foreordains everything
not idle, nor does anything befall his intellect,
which is not the object of his will, nor can he
suspend his judgment, because the suspension of
judgment cannot be originated except through
ignorance [Gr307; A/2/117 (L146)]
.

And Leibniz concludes his discussion in "Against
Indifference" by explaining that one of the primary

functions of grace is to "fix the mind" so that it doesn't
101

.

:

.

wander off to other thoughts and suspend
judgment.
In Leibniz's view,

[Gr386]

far from an being essential to freedom,

the power to suspend judgment is a great
imperfection.

We

are at last ready to tackle our one outstanding
problem from

NCT

Prediction
In NCT we saw Leibniz stating that our suitably

idealized cognitive potential stops short of the actual laws
that dictate our earthly choices.

This is surely odd, since

an ideal human scientist could predict the future states of

stones and iguanas, and in some cases even the future

choices of the blessed and God.

What,

one might ask,

is the

nonreptilian extra that we get in heaven that makes heavenly
behavior predictable by a creaturely mind, when this wasn't
possible while we were on earth?

Let us begin with the

familiar distinction Leibniz makes in his fifth letter to
Clarke
All the natural forces of bodies are subject to
mechanical laws, and all the natural powers of
The former
spirits are subject to moral laws.
follow the order of efficient causes, and the
latter follow the order of final causes [G/7/419
(L716

)

]

What is it about bodies that renders them amenable to

prediction?

To take Leibniz's NCT example, we can calculate

the path of the unsupported stone because by scientific

investigation we have discovered the laws of dynamics.

30

By parity of reason, we would think that the actions of
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.

spirits are predictable because they are subject to moral
laws.

But while this is the source for God,

such laws are

inaccessible to the greatest created mind, and the question
before us is why.

I

know of no text where Leibniz

unambiguously asks and answers this question (the closest
text is "Against Indifference"

[Gr384-6]

)

,

nor of any modern

commentator who squarely addresses the issue.

What is

strange is the asymmetry Leibniz ascribes to the

predictability of our actions in via and in heaven.

One

might account for this difference by claiming that the
culpit that generates our earthly unpredictability is our
bodies, and that on death we lose this bit of inconvienient
flesh.

However, that this is not Leibniz's view is evident

in the following passage from the preface to the NE

:

There is another significant point on which I must
differ, not only from our author [Locke]
but from
I agree with most of the
most of the moderns:
ancients that every Spirit, every soul, every
created simple substance is always united with a
body and that no soul is ever entirely without one
31
[NE58
68; G/6/507 (AG192)].
,

,

Instead of focusing on what we have that the blessed
lack,

a more

promising line of inquiry lies in what the

blessed possess that we lack.

In his Reflections on Hobbes

,

Leibniz once again distinguishes his views on divine

creation and action from that of Hobbes, Wyclif, and Luther:
But one is nevertheless justified in making a
great difference between the necessity which
constrains the wise to do good, and which is
termed moral, existing even in relation to God.
Moral necessity contains an obligation imposed by
reason, which is always followed by its effect in
.
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:

the wise
L7 0 9
(

)

]

[G/6/390

(H395)

;

T §230; Gr608; G/7/409
'

.

A truly wise being, like God or a saint, knows the best
choice available to him, and is deterministically
"constrained" by his character to that choice. 32

The

future actions of these agents, then, are predictable by any
ideal observer who knows what the best choice facing such an

agent is, since the agent will inevitably act in accordance

with the best.

We,

of course,

often fail in this regard,

and the ultimate reason Leibniz gives for this is that in
such cases we fail to clearly recognize the best.

However,

contained in his specific explanation of these cognitive
failures is a distinctively Leibnizian doctrine that, if
am right,

I

is what generates the unpredictability by

creatures thesis.

In the Theodicy

.

after talking about the

deliberative processes of God and the blessed, Leibniz
writes
As for us, in addition to the judgement of the
understanding, of which we have an express
knowledge, there are mingled therewith confused
perceptions of the senses, and these beget
passions and even imperceptible inclinations, of
which we are not always aware. These movements
often thwart the judgement of the practical

understanding

[T

§310]

33
.

This is not the place to discuss the nuances of Leibniz's

doctrine of confused and minute perceptions.

For our

purposes it will suffice to note that sometimes our actions
are the results of confused or minute perceptions, and under

104

:

:

.

.

.

such circumstances we are unconscious of these
influences

determining our actions:
If we do not always notice the reason which
determines us or rather by which we determine
ourselves, it is because we are... little able to
be aware of all the workings of our mind and of
its usually confused and imperceptible thoughts...
[NE178, 196; Preface to NE55-6]
,

But

...confused perceptions are the result of
impressions that the whole universe makes upon
us... God alone has distinct knowledge of the
whole, for he is its source [PNG §13]
In the midst of his encomium on the theoretical benefits of

positing confused and insensible perceptions, Leibniz
states
But only the supreme Reason, who overlooks
nothing, can distinctly grasp the entire infinite
and see all the causes and all the results. All
we can do with infinities is to know them
confusedly and at least to know distinctly that
they are there.
Otherwise we shall not only judge
quite wrongly as to the beauty and grandeur of the
universe, but will be unable to have a sound
natural science which explains the nature of
things in general, still less a sound
pneumatology comprising knowledge of God, souls
and simple substances in general [preface to
NE57]
,

And in the text which generated this puzzle, NCT, Leibniz
states that a knowledge of the whole universe "...surpasses
all created powers"

[C18

(MP98)].

Since the confused or

minute perception determining our actions in these cases is
of the whole universe, no creature can understand them,

and

thus our actions in via are unpredictable to any finite
mind.

Why do the blessed always act well?
105

It isn't that

they lack passion, on have completely lucid, perception.
§310]

34

[T

Rather, after seeing God face to face, the

irresistible summum bonum, their passions and perceptions
are determined by the true good [Gr301, 385]

NCT Reconsidered
We have seen that NCT

.

work viewed as libertarian in

a

spirit by some and simply confused by others, is in fact
neither, but instead introduces a rich conception of what

constitutes divine and human freedom.
more than historical interest.

I

This analysis is of

have claimed that Leibniz

considered a certain form of determinism to be both sound

philosophy and orthodox theology.

Yet many of the most

visible contemporary theists are libertarians. 36

Leibniz

offers a serious challenge to such thinkers, to the effect
that essentialism about divine perfections
objects)

(and other

is incompossible with a whole family of views about

freedom closely associated with modern day libertarianism.
Second,

the Leibniz of this paper is a compat ibilist

of a very broad stripe,

countenancing as free some actions

that today would be termed metaphysically necessary (when

conjoined with facts about God's nature)
interesting questions.

.

This raises two

Does Leibniz have good reasons for

allowing "possible in their own nature" actions as free
while denying this privilege to absolutely necessary states
of affairs?

And do present day physical compat ibilists have
106

any reason to blanch at Leibniz's liberalism in
these

matters?
I

leave these questions to others.

is right,

If the above sketch

those of us interested in uncovering Leibniz's

views on human freedom need to turn to his philosophical
theology, and in particular, to his conception of divine

psychology

36
.

107

"

..

Endnotes
1. I understand causal determinism to be
the view that every
event has a set of events causally sufficient to produce
it.
A set of events C is causally sufficient for the production
of an event E if no member of C occurs later than E and
it
is a law of nature that, if C occurs, E occurs.
I take this
to be equivalent to the claim that in a deterministic world,
the actual past and the laws of nature determine a unique
future, i.e., for any moment, there is only one physically
possible future (Cf van Inwagen, 1986, 3)
Compatibilism
is the thesis that determinism is compossible with free
actions. (Two or more states of affairs are compossible just
in case their conjunction is metaphysically possible.)
Soft
determinism is the conjunction of determinism and
compatibilism. Many soft determinists believe there are
free actions, and some claim that free actions require the
truth of determinism.
Libertarianism is the thesis that
compatibilism is false and that there are free actions.
.

.

2. Working on the same problem twenty years earlier, Leroy
Loemker concludes "This difficulty in his doctrine Leibniz
never fully worked out" [Leclerc, 1973, 221]
.

I know of no scholar who denies that for Leibniz the
future states of our bodies are causally determined by prior
physical states. This form of compatibilism, then, is
uncontroverted. What Seidler et al are denying is that our
mental activity is causally determined by prior mental
states

3

.

.

The dating of this work, entitled "De Necessitate et
Contingentia" in the Vorausedition, is uncertain. VE has
the dates as 1677-1716?.
Parkinson dates this work c. 1686;
I follow Adams
Schepers dates it at 1678 [Adams, 1977, 16]
and Schepers in considering NCT to be an early work,
although nothing I shall claim depends upon this.
4.

.

5. Or, more precisely, Frued could infer all future states
of the iguana not involving the free actions of human

agents
6. For example, Pauli writes that "the Leibniz of NCT is
neither a soft determinist nor a physical compat ibilist

[Pauli,
7.

1992,

222]

.

In a reading note to William Twisse's Dissertatio de

scientia media Leibniz writes "...the created intellect may
be of such a perfection that it could solve any problem
about the corporeal future" [Gr348]
,

.
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.

8
One might justifiably be skeptical of even the
possibility of a law that deterministically constrains
human
choice and yet is unavailable to even "the greatest
finite
mit.d that can be imagined [LH vi
5, 85 (Leclerc, 19V3
243)]
For the understanding required to grasp the
necessitat ion of human choices in this life seems to exceed
that required to grasp the most complicated finite theory or
set of laws and theories.
We shall return to this question
below
.

.

9. Here and in what follows I use "physical compatibilism"
and its cognates in the modern, nonLeibnizian sense.

10
The Latin used by Leibniz in this passage reinforces
this reading.
The relevant sentence aptly translated by
Parkinson as "From this it can be understood what is that
'indifference' which accompanies freedom" (MP101) is "Hinc
etiam intelligi potest, quaenam sit ilia indifferentia quae
libertatem comitatur" [C21]
Unlike the cases of God,
angels, and the blessed, indifference is a concomitant
condition of earthly existence. As we shall see, when
Leibniz is serious about explicating necessary conditions
for freedom, he often introduces the discussion with
constructions such as "Radix libertat is
.

.

.

.

.

11. One could, of course, claim that Leibniz had different
conceptions of freedom, one for humans on earth, another for
God, and so on, and thus that indifference is essential to
earthly freedom. The second half of this chapter is an
extended attack on the view that Leibniz's conception of
freedom is equivocal.
12. At vero Substantiae sive intelligentes majus aliquid
habent atque mirabilius ad quandam DEI imitationem; ut
nullis certis Legibus universi subalternis alligentur, sed
quasi privato quodam miraculo, ex sola propriae potent iae
sponte agant, et finalis cujusdam causae intuitu
efficientium in suam voluntatem <causarum> nexum atque
cursum interrumpant
,

LA71, and T §66]
for example, [C521 (MP90)
material objects are
if
talks
as
often
Similarly, Leibniz
both claims are,
although
other,
with
each
real and interact
false.
analysis,
independent of some reductive
13.

See,

.

,

Leibniz's Latin provides a linguistic clue that some
translation schema should be employed, for he says "sed
quasi privato quodam miraculo..."
14.

15.
6

The doctrine appears in Genesis 1.26-7,

.
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5.1-3,

and 9.5-

.

.

16.

See, for example, Thomas and his reference to
Damascene
the Prologue to the First Part of the Second Part
of the
gumma Theologica.
Descartes also links the divine image
doctrine to human freedom, but does not explicate human
freedom in the light of it. The linkage occurs in the
Fourth Meditation:
"It is only the will, or freedom of
choice, which I experience within me to be so much so great
that the idea of any greater faculty is beyond my grasp;
so
much so that it is above all in virtue of the will that I
understand myself to bear in some way the image and likeness
of God" [AT/7/57 (CSM/2/40)].
Yet Descartes's amplification
upon these remarks to Mersenne shows how unlike human
freedom is from divine freedom:
"As for the freedom of the
will, the way in which it exists in God is quite different
from the way in which it exists in us.
It is selfcontradictory to suppose that the will of God was not
indifferent from eternity with respect to everything which
has happened or will ever happen .... Thus the supreme
indifference to be found in God is the supreme indication of
his omnipotence.
But as for man, since he finds that the
nature of all goodness and truth is already determined by
God... his will cannot tend towards anything else .... Hence
the indifference which belongs to human freedom is very
different from that which belongs to divine f reedom
no
essence can belong univocally to both God and his creatures"
[AT/7/431-33 (CSM/2/291-2)
The radical differences
between an infinite being and finite beings requires
Descartes to stipulate two quite different models of
freedom.
As we shall see, this is not the case with

m

'

.

]

.

.

.

.

Leibniz
17. See [Adams, 1977] for a masterful exposition of this
solution to the problem of contingency.
18. I disagree with Adams' claim that "...Leibniz has
already slipped over the edge of the precipice in this
Leibniz's views about nonactual
letter" [Adams, 1977, 3].
possibles did not change after 1671. Rather, he came to see
how this was sufficient for preserving contingency. Borst
makes a similar point against Adams's reading [Borst, 1992,
57]

.

19.

See

20.

I

[G/l/150

(L204)]

for Leibniz's denial of this claim.

am indebted to Bob Sleigh for this reference.

Leibniz's reading notes on Bellarmine are the only place
in the entire Leibnizian corpus that I am aware of where he
claims God can will to will, and that such willing goes on
Given Leibniz's near universal denial
to infinity [Gr302]
here he is simply exploring other
believe
of this claim, I
21.
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solutions in these, his private notes.
remarks

As Benson Mates

To any careful reader it soon becomes evident
that
Leibniz often wrote out philosophical ideas as a
kirid of dialogue with himself, to see where
they
would lead, and without making any committment to
accepting them as part of his considered system.
Thus, such texts must be used with discretion by
anyone seeking to reconstruct that system [Mates
1986, 6-7]
.

And even this aberrant passage supports my general thesis
that our freedom is modeled on God's, for after Leibniz
"tries out" this new account of the divine person, he felt
obligated to similarly adjust his account of human freedom
[Gr3 02

]

.

22. Leibniz explains his use of "expression" at G/7/263
(L207
and LA112.
)

23. Although Leibniz sometimes uses passions in the
ordinary, popular sense, his analysis of passions is that
they are confused thoughts or perceptions, often arising
from a monad's body [G/4/565 (L581)
NE17; T §66, 289].
;

24. This view has important theological implications.
If we
are so constituted that we cannot but assent to the greatest
apparent good, sin is the result of cognitive failure. And
indeed, Leibniz writes that:
It seems this can be said:
it is certain and
infallible that the mind is determined to the
apparent good... No example to the contrary would
be given where error has not preceded sin, or at
least thoughtlessness, just as appears in the sin
of the first man, who believed that he would be
like God [Gr298, 232, 272; A/6/3/135; VE/l/8;
G/ 4/361 (L387)
]

Such a strong version of intellectualism implies that we
never knowingly sin, and indeed Leibniz so states.
We have seen that we are most free when we act
rationally, and least free when we act according to our
Doesn't this entail the odd result that we are
passions.
least free when we sin, and yet according to orthodox
theology these are the cases for which we will be justly
judged? Not once the relevant distinctions are drawn. As
Leibniz states in the NE
25.

:
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The term 'freedom' is highly ambiguous.
The
freedom to will is also understood in two senses:
one of them stands in contrast with the
imperfection or bondage of the mind, which is an
imposition or constraint, though an inner one like
that which the passions impose; and the other
sense is employed when freedom is contrasted with
necessity [NE175-6]
.

.

.

While freedom of mind admits of degrees, spontaneity and
contingence do not, and they are what is essential to the
"bare will" being free [ibid.; T §288].
26. This does not contradict Leibniz's claim that we always
act in accordance with the perceived best.
His view is that
if we act, we act in accordance with our perception of the
true or good.
But not acting is always within our power.
He sometimes writes as though in these cases not acting is
the perceived best choice.
27. For Thomas's explication of the distinction between ad
exercitium actus and ad specif icationem actus, see the ST I
II Qs.

& 10.

9

28. See the analogy with sight in the ST I II Q. 10, A. 2.
A short commentary entitled "Liberty within Limits" in the
Blackfriars edition of the ST, I II Qs 6-17, states
".
'freedom with respect to exercise'
is enough to
establish the will's being free."
.

.

.

.

.

.

29. Several reasons why it is a mistake to identify
Leibniz's doctrine of suspension too closely with Thomas's
freedom of exercise is Leibniz's claim that "...passions
often take the place of reason..." [G/3/401-2 (AG194);
Gr302, 481], and the doctrine of unconscious perceptions,
which Leibniz sometimes draws upon in discussing these
issues [NE16 8 T §311; G/4/413]
;

.

For Leibniz's early attempt to formulate a comprehensive
theory of motion, see the the first part of the New Phyiscal
For his more mature
Hypothesis [G/4/228-32 (L139-142)].
(AG117-38)]
[GM/6/234-54
Dynamics
views, see A Specimen of
30.

.

One of Leibniz's reasons for holding this doctrine is
that "...matter isn't composed of constitutive unities, but
results from them, since matter, that is, extended mass
[G/2/268
[massa] is only a phenomenon grounded in things...
of
possibility
the
(or
phenomena
Since bodies are
AG17 9
cannot
monads
and
monads,
upon
phenomena) that supervene
pass away except through an act of divine annihilation [DM
Notice that
§9, M §§4-6], souls cannot lose bodies.
accords with the
bodies
of
Leibniz's view on the permanence
31.

(

)

]

.
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.

New Testament teaching on bodies far better than
does
Descartes s
'

32.

A very clear recognition of the best determines the will

§310]

[T

.

While earthly pilgrims, our actions are subject to moral
laws, but this does not entail that our actions are subject
to moral necessity.
For confirmation of this point see
[G/ 2/420, 423]
33.

.

34
Leibniz denies absolutely distinct knowledge and perfect
perception to created monads because "Otherwise each monad
would be a divinity" [M §60]
Here he means "Divinite" quite
literally, unlike the "petite divinite" of M §83.
In our
knowledge of the universe and the eternal truths we imitate
God's knowledge in type, though not in scope.
.

35. Here I have philosophers such as Thomas Flint, Alfred
Freddoso, Thomas Morris, Alvin Plant inga, and Peter van
Inwagen in mind.
36. Early versions of this paper were read at the Iowa
Philosophical Association Meetings at Iowa State University,
the Midwest Seminar in Early Modern Philosophy at the
University of Chicago, the University of Virginia, and at
Darthmouth College. At the Chicago talk I benefitted from
the comments of my commentator Andrew Black, and from
helpful discussion with Ed Curley, Dan Garber, and Tom
Prendergast
Mike Griffin and Michael Murray each provided
criticism which improved the paper. My greatest debt is to
Our discussions about these matters have
Bob Sleigh.
greatly enriched my understanding of Leibniz on freedom.
.
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CHAPTER

5

CONCLUDING THOUGHTS

Leibniz's Orthodoxy
It seems fitting to conclude a study of Leibniz's views

on providence with Russell's famous charge that:

there are two systems of philosophy which may
be regarded as representing Leibniz:
one, which
he proclaimed, was optimistic, orthodox,
fantastic, and shallow; the other, which has been
slowly unearthed from his manuscripts by fairly
recent editors, was profound, coherent, largely
Spinozistic, and amazingly logical [Russell, 1961,
.

.

.

563]

.

While few Leibniz scholars today would endorse this

characterization in toto
continue.

.

the charges of heterodoxy

In her recent book,

Catherine Wilson writes:

Leibniz was fascinated by the idea of God, but his
theology was, from the point of view of orthodox
PreAugustinian Christianity, dubious.
a
replacement
harmony
is
ultimately
established
extension
of
it... [Wilson,
providence,
not
an
for
1989,

4]

.

This is a surprising claim, especially since the definition
of Augustian Christianity was itself the subject of fierce

controversy in the seventeenth century.

1

Concerning

Leibniz's heterodoxy, Wilson writes:
His contemporaries were a good deal quicker to
detect this than the modern commentator. The
modern division of everyone into believers and
unbelievers has flattened out the distinctions and
subtleties, the grades of heterodoxy and
accommodation, of the late seventeenth century,
and pitched Leibniz into the catch-all bin of
devout physical scientists where he is required to
endure the company of, among others, theomechanists [Wilson, 1989, 4]
114

.

.

.

Wilson is surely right about the modern division
flattening out differences which were matters of

excommunication three hundred years ago.

Indeed, part of

the motivation of this dissertation is to provide a more

accurate topography of seventeenth century philosophical

theology and it late medieval antecedents.

But Wilson is

guilty of the very error she ascribes to others, for
Leibniz's theory of providence is very much a via media

between the two competing paradigms of the late seventeenth
century, Molinism and Banezianism

2

When we compare Leibniz's account with some of the best

contemporary treatments of these topics, the contrast is
striking.

Robert Adams, Peter Geach, William Hasker, and

Richard Swinburne, all prominent Christian philosophers,

deny that God has exact and infallible knowledge of the
contingent future.

3

Hasker asks:

Does God make decisions that depend for their
outcomes on the responses of free creatures in
which the decisions themselves are not informed by
knowledge of the outcomes? If he does, then
creating and governing a world is for God a risky
business [Hasker, 1989, 197; emphasis in the
text]

Hasker's answer to this question is "Yes," but adds that,
fortunately, God is a very good guesser.

These philosophers

are all libertarians, and their circumscription of divine

foreknowledge is motivated by the desire to preserve human
freedom

115

think Leibniz would say that Hasker's "Risk-Taking"

I

account of providence, or its ersatz cousins, is exactly
what you are in for once you abandon a philosophically

defensible account of freedom.

Theodicy

As Leibniz put it in the

:

there is no way, however infinite it may be,
to reconcile the knowledge and providence of God
with actions of an indeterminate being.
[T
§ 365
.

.

.

.

]

.

.

In my view,

Leibniz saw that a strong account of providence

required a compatibilist account of freedom.

He then spent

his energy trying to motivate compat ibilism by showing that
its alternative,

libertarianism, was unintelligible.

Concluding Remarks
One of the objectives of this work is to emphasize the

theological context behind Leibniz's thinking about such

seemingly secular topics as truth and freedom.

I

suspect

that serious study of his philosophical theology would have

wide ranging consequences for our understanding of other of

Leibniz's metaphysical views, many of which, to date, have

remained labyrinths.
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Endnotes
1. I am referring to the attack on Corneluis Jansen's
Augustinus by various popes and Catholic theologicans and
its defense by Arnauld and members of the Port Royal
community.
For a history of this debate, see [Abercrombie
,

1936]

.

Wilson spells out some of the reasons for her claim in
1989, 298-301]
I think she makes too much of
later Jesuit criticisms of the Theodicy after all, in the
heat of battle Molina and Banez both hurled charges of
heresy at each other, and no (reasonable) Dominican or
Jesuit today would take such charges seriously.
2.

[Wilson,

.

;

See [Adams, 1987, 77-93; Geach,
1989; Swinburne, 1977, 172-88]

3.

.
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1977,

20-66; Hasker,

"
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